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    If you bought your copy, thank you. OR if you used your Kindle Unlimited, thank you. OR if you read this from Kindle lending, thank you. Any legal means, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
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    It’s a new year, and as much as Arabella Baker wishes that meant a new her, even a goddess can’t make that happen. Her past and family have found her, and while she’s thrilled she’s reconnected with two of her brothers, Zeus and Hera won’t leave things alone. 
 
    But that actually takes a back seat to the heartbreak she’s suffered. She would never have thought the man she’d been falling for was lying to her and a complete fraud.  
 
    All she wants to do is help people and bring some good to the world. It’s all Arabella has ever wanted to do, but if the cost is so high to her, maybe it’s just not worth it. 
 
    Maybe this world isn’t worth saving. 
 
    Maybe with Valentine’s Day around the corner, she can soak up the love of cute couples and crazy requests to keep going, keep expanding… Because she’s expanding again. And again. The question is what will the cost be to her this time and is she willing to pay it? 
 
      
 
    Karma Bakery is a slow-burning romance with multiple interested parties that is full of sugar, spice, and everything nice while trying to find your place in life, doing the best you can, appreciating what you have, and figuring out a way to move beyond a traumatic past. 
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    “I want to eat a dick,” an elderly human told me first thing Wednesday morning. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say so many things, but her determination struck me and I knew she wasn’t kidding. But clearly, something was off. Then it hit me. “You want to try spotted dick? The custard?” 
 
    The woman frowned at me. “Why would I come to a bakery for that?” She waved off whatever I might have said. “No, I want cake. I want a dick cake and to eat it, take pictures of it.” 
 
    There really were all kinds of people in the world. I couldn’t even make my mouth work. “Please explain this to me like I’ve had more coffee.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Sorry, I was nervous and worried I wouldn’t be able to say it, so I just blurted it out.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I have maybe twenty good years left. If that. I have lived my whole life…” She shook her head. “I made the choices. I made the wrong ones, and I don’t want to care about what people think of me anymore. 
 
    “I married my husband because it was what my family wanted. They liked him. I thought love would come but it didn’t. He was abusive.” She chuckled darkly and looked at the wall of cake decorations we used to also decorate the second floor and seemed to get lost in the pretty. “No one believed me. Even my children now, but they’ve witnessed it. 
 
    “My oldest said something in school once. He got in trouble for hitting a little girl and said it was fine because daddy did it to me. My husband made a crude joke about slapping my butt and the school laughed it off, my husband a very good actor like that. The funny part was I had to cover a black eye for the meeting. The proof was right in front of them.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said honestly, handing her a few napkins when her eyes were misty. 
 
    She stared at them a few moments. “You’re nicer than my children. They called me a liar and more.” She accepted them and dabbed her eyes. “When they were in high school, I decided it was enough and tried to file for a divorce. It was clear they loved him who spoiled them, and I was nothing as I washed their clothes and made their meals. 
 
    “He gave them whatever they wanted, but I gave them what they needed. My husband played the victim in front of them and everyone, begging me to stay, and asking what he’d done wrong. Pleading with me to talk.” 
 
    “And then he hit you when you were alone,” I murmured, knowing this story well. 
 
    She nodded. “I embarrassed him. He wouldn’t let someone say his wife wasn’t happy and be a loser because an ugly, useless woman like me left him. But the kids said they would never speak to me again if I left and would stay with him. So, I stayed. If it would upset my children so much, then it wasn’t the right time and I stayed.” 
 
    “But you tried again later?” I pushed when she stopped talking. 
 
    She nodded again. “Once they were all out of the house, married or living on their own after college. They were furious at me saying I was a horrible person to abandon my husband after all he’d done for me now that we were older. I didn’t want to lose my children, but everything was so much worse once they weren’t around, especially after he retired. 
 
    “But they wouldn’t believe me that he’d hurt me. I have scars I tried to show my daughters, but they tried to put me in therapy that I was losing my memory or making up lies. My husband played on that and said he would put me in a home as that was less embarrassing than my betraying him. So, I stopped saying anything.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” I didn’t. Women who had grown up living under their father and then their husband… The world was unforgiving, and it was hard for them to adjust. It was hard for them to be on their own after they were so controlled and abused. “I take it he passed.” 
 
    She nodded. “Before the holidays. He dropped in the middle of hitting me. I went to the hospital, and still my children explained it away, telling the doctor I fell.” She snorted. “All they ever saw was his spoiling of them. I wasn’t allowed to reprimand them.” She stared at the decorations again. “I regret having given birth to such horrible people.  
 
    “I hope my grandchildren don’t turn out the same, I truly do.” She flinched as she realized what she’d just admitted and hurried on. “After the funeral, the will was read.” More tears formed. “I wasn’t in it. He left everything to his children to spoil them once again. They were furious when they couldn’t take it all, not caring it would have left me penniless.” 
 
    “If you need a good attorney, I can—” 
 
    “No, I have one, thank you. He was a friend of my brother’s. They served together, but my brother died there.” She gave a sad smile. “He would never have let me marry that asshole. He would have beaten my husband within an inch of his life and gotten me out. It’s one of the many reasons I wish he hadn’t died in such a stupid war.” 
 
    I wanted to ask which one, but that felt crass given the pain she was in. “So, he helped you?” 
 
    She nodded. “He was there that day and made it clear that the will had to have been written thinking I would have already died. That my husband couldn’t actually put things in his will that were ours while I was still alive.” She let out a choked laugh. “He never thought I would outlive him. And it turns out I’m quite the wealthy woman. 
 
    “We didn’t live like we had that kind of money. He was such a tightwad for everything unless it was spoiling the kids. I thought we were comfortable because we could pay their college, but my husband—as horrible as he was—was a damn good investor.” 
 
    “And your kids want to take it all from you now that they know,” I said with a sigh, my heart hurting for her. 
 
    “I gave them life and stayed with an abusive husband for those shits, and now they want to leave me without a penny to my name.” Tears overflowed her eyes as she stared at me. “My life was for nothing. My children are horrible, and I wasted all of these years. Now I’m old and yes, the money is lovely, but I would give it away to do my life over again.” 
 
    “Your life wasn’t a waste,” I comforted. 
 
    She snorted. “You are young and gorgeous, successful on your own.” She gestured around the bakery as if she needed to prove her point. She let out another long breath. “I want to do what I can while I can.” She seemed to pull herself mentally out of her thoughts and gave me a determined look. “And that means having sex. Pleasurable sex with attractive men. 
 
    “I want to be wild and do crazy things like I never did. I want to post eating a dick cake on social media and have fun with it. Say it was the best dick I’d ever had and not tiny like my husband’s. I don’t care if it’s petty, I want to be free and be crass or—be whatever I want now that I’m not controlled or beaten for speaking up.” 
 
    I studied her for several moments, trying to figure out the best way to say that her idea was silly and she would regret it… But I couldn’t. They were her choices to make and clearly, she wanted to stir the pot a bit like she never had before. 
 
    However, there was one main problem. 
 
    “We don’t sell those kinds of cakes,” I informed her. 
 
    She flinched. “Why the heck not? I know they’re popular for bridal showers and fun. I saw some online for people to celebrate their divorces and say they were open for business. Why can’t I do that?” 
 
    Now I understood better. Okay, that made way more sense. 
 
    I pressed my lips together and thought of how to say it. “Because I’m an equalist. If it was a man wanting a cake of female anatomy, I would shut it down and most would think him crass.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It is crass. I want to be crass. I never have been before.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but I don’t want that associated with my bakery.” I reached over and patted her arm when she seemed dejected. “We’ll do it. I will match you with my cake designer, and she will absolutely help you as a side thing that has nothing to do with this bakery or our image.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t post where I got it from,” she said easily. 
 
    Still, I never trusted people and social media. They were busy and forgot things because they were focused on themselves.  
 
    Then I had an even better idea. “What would you think about decorating it yourself? We’ll make the cake however you want, but you take pictures of decorating it. We’ll even provide you with the frosting and whatever else you would need. Make it the dick you want.” 
 
    “Oh, I like that,” she agreed brightly. “Yes, that would be wonderful. I could—I want to use this as therapy in a way.” She cleared her throat and looked away. “Plus, I want to make public some of this so my children can’t try and put me in a home. I want to air this out to protect myself. I have the proof, they just never cared enough to see it.” 
 
    “People see what they want and when they’re selfish, all they see is themselves.”  
 
    We spent the next few minutes working out the idea, and I wrote it all down for Cora, including the woman’s information. I honestly felt like I had just finished a session being her therapist when we were done. 
 
    “You should bring some treats to your children,” I suggested when we wrapped up. “They still lost their father and the nicer you are to them, the harder it will be later to say you were the jerk. Plus, your grandkids are innocent in all of this.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. That’s smart.” 
 
    And it would give those horrible shits the karma they deserved. I felt much, much better about that. 
 
    The next few consultations I had were fine, normal and boring even. It wasn’t until the sixth one that anything went awry. 
 
    And by that, it was clearly a setup. A reporter or someone looking to use the meeting for other purposes. She was more interested in me and trying to be sly with her phone than anything else. 
 
    I used my power to make her hesitate before snatching up her phone and sighing. “It is illegal to record someone without their knowledge.” 
 
    “Not when I’m calling someone and the person on the call says I can use the recording.” 
 
    “I have to be on that call as well for that circumstance to work,” I drawled.  
 
    “What does it matter if you’re not trying to hide anything?” she pushed.  
 
    “Who are you to infringe upon my rights and my feeling safe?” I threw right back. “Your selfish goal does not matter more than my self-interest when you came here under false pretenses and lied to us. You’re not a hotshot going undercover to investigate criminal activities. You’re simply harassing me, and I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    I used my phone to call Justina and explain the situation, jumping to my feet when the woman lunged for me. “We have video cameras all over. Do not make this worse by getting yourself arrested for assault.” 
 
    “I hope you get raped again now that your picture is out there!” she snapped at me. 
 
    I was so shocked and appalled that anyone could say that to someone, be so cruel to their face, especially another woman. “You could never understand the horrors I went through, and be able to use that as a weapon. I hope you never know them and continue to be so blissfully ignorant.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at me, and right there I made the decision to be a bit evil.  
 
    “I also want to know the rules about posting pictures from our security cameras when you have a chance,” I told Justina. “We are going to start publicly stating why people are banned from our store and property. This has to end, and it never will if we keep handling things privately and quietly.” 
 
    “You cannot do that,” the woman seethed. “I will sue you for all you’re worth.” 
 
    “And will get nothing,” I purred. “Go make any purchases you want while I finish this call because it will be the last time you ever come near me or my family again.” 
 
    Luckily, she did, muttering she would tell everyone how much my stuff was shit. She would try to frame it that I came after her for writing horrible reviews.  
 
    Sure, people would believe that. Then again, some people were truly idiots and would believe anything they were told. After all, there was a growing number of people who absolutely believed the world was flat. 
 
    I grabbed a bunch of food and brought it up to the roof when I felt my brothers there. I glanced between them and simply sighed. 
 
    “Sorry, Kis—Arabella,” Hades said quietly. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I said, nodding when Poseidon and Hades both gave me disbelieving looks. “I don’t want you to see what happened to me specifically, but I would like to share with you the aftermath. I wish I could tease with you like we used to, but I have been too damaged. I can’t even blame you for thinking my life is a drama show, I simply need…” 
 
    “To feel we’re on your side?” Poseidon offered. 
 
    “I know you are. I need consideration.” I shook my head, not sure how to say it. I simply showed them. I showed them how people treated me for centuries after I’d left the life I’d known. “I don’t show you this to anger you at Zeus or Hera, but I am—I feel fragile most days. I’m stronger since the curse has been removed, but I will take—healing won’t come quick.” 
 
    “No, no, it won’t for any of us,” Hades agreed, his voice having a twinge of sadness in its coldness. “I cannot lose you again, Sister.” 
 
    “I don’t want that either. I want you both in my life. I do. Full stop.” 
 
    “But leave your dates and time with your suitors alone?” he checked, nodding when I did. “The elite priest makes us nervous.” 
 
    “Me too, and we will have to decide to handle that whole situation. I don’t want him in my life either.” I sighed when they both shot me looks not to lie to them. “I don’t know we can recover from the lies and what happened. Yes, I was falling for him. I just—he is Aesop’s descendant. I can’t move past that.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone would blame you for that,” Poseidon muttered. He rubbed the back of his neck and stared out at the city. “I don’t know how to be normal.” He gestured between himself and Hades. “We have barely spent any time together since you left and while I regret that, it happened, and we can’t change the past. I simply don’t know how to go forward.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Hades admitted. “I itch to watch over you. I—it kills me what you went through and have suffered since.” 
 
    “It kills me what you went through as well,” I whispered, deciding to address that instead of ignoring how he had changed. I let out a slow breath. “I am sorry for how I acted yesterday. Neither of you deserved that.” 
 
    “We did,” Poseidon forgave. “I was simply shocked. You gave us popcorn and made a joke but then just left. All of us there were upset and worried.” 
 
    “Yes, the fight that broke out between them was…” Hades shook his head. “Aesop’s descendant is powerful. Very powerful and that worries me while you are still weaker.” 
 
    “Me too.” I swallowed loudly. “Please don’t—I can’t hear that name all of the time. I know I keep saying it too but—” I rubbed my stomach, the distress making me feel ill. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    “You are busy today,” Poseidon muttered. 
 
    “I’m always busy, but I will always have time for you both. A break would be nice.”  
 
    They accepted that and sat with me, complimenting the soup and meat buns.  
 
    “I wish for you both to reinvent yourselves to have human covers so you can be in my life,” I said quietly when we were wrapping up. I got nervous so I made a cake appear and started hurrying to serve them slices. 
 
    “I have no idea how that works but yes, I would try that for you. To make it easier on your life here,” Poseidon said easily. “I could help you then. I don’t have as much power as I used to, but I can still help.” 
 
    “I worry I would taint what you are doing here, but I wish to be a part of your life and not have to hide that,” Hades said after a moment.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, tears burning in my eyes. “Thank you for wanting to be—for forgiving me.” 
 
    “We need your forgiveness, Sister, not the other way around,” Poseidon argued. 
 
    I didn’t think things were that clear-cut, but I held tight to the fact they still loved me as I did them. “I think you especially could reinvent yourself as some tech billionaire that wants to help the waters of the world. We can make gold appear, and you can buy some of the machines that clean water. Build wells in different parts of the world.” 
 
    “That’s on your land,” he hedged. 
 
    I smiled at him. “It’s your water. I have no objection to overlap. There is more than enough for both of us to do.” I looked at Hades. “You could clean the air, work with that type of magic while you invest in the future.” 
 
    He studied me closely and his eyes flashed just the littlest bit of shock. “And you think that will transfer over to the underworld?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I think learning that—knowing how to work our power could lead to something better. I remember thinking I couldn’t breathe the first time I went there. That was what always stuck out to me. It was almost like trying to breathe in smoke.” 
 
    “Yes, it does feel oppressive in that same way,” Poseidon agreed. “So, you think to clean the air of the whole underworld? Instead of breaking it up as you used to think?” 
 
    I sighed, not having the answer. “I don’t think it can be broken apart. I think it’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “Those who deserve punishment can’t be allowed to be in better circumstances,” Hades argued. 
 
    I gave him an evil smile. “Yes, but when we stick them somewhere else that’s worse, that is a form of torture all on its own.” 
 
    “The idea has promise now that we won’t let Zeus interfere,” Poseidon muttered after a moment. 
 
    Hades sat back in his chair and raised an eyebrow at our brother. “And you suddenly care enough to help?” 
 
    “I always cared, Hades. Always. I was just too—I was embarrassed I didn’t know how to help and distracted myself. I regret that, and I don’t care anymore if I don’t know how to help. I’m here to do what I can. For both of you.” He gestured between the three of us. “This is our family now, and I will do anything I have to so that’s protected. Even fight Zeus.” 
 
    We really had all changed.  
 
    Thousands and thousands of years would do that. 
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    “I’m sorry for yesterday,” I said… As Jamie said the same thing. We smiled at each other and softly chuckled. I had asked him over for dinner and our greeting when he arrived had been awkward. He hadn’t said anything as I’d taken his jacket and brought him to the table. 
 
    He moved his hand over mine and then interlocked our fingers. “I’m sorry it was ruined.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It wasn’t ruined. I had a great time with you. Things took a turn. I’m sorry I simply left. You didn’t deserve that, and I didn’t even say anything to you first.” 
 
    “You were overwhelmed. I saw it. I would rather you did that than you get—you have too much on your plate. I know I don’t know the half of it, but the half I do know, it’s too much.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek before pulling my hand away so I could serve us dinner. “I heard you all fought.” 
 
    He sighed, nodding before taking a sip of his water. “I blasted them all for making a night off for you all about them. Then… We were children. It was finger-pointing and—I’m not proud of how I behaved, but I smelled the fear when you saw Cole, and that just set me off. I wanted you to have fun.” 
 
    “I did.” I cleared my throat and had some of my water as well. “I spoke with my brothers. They’re worried about Colton also and about me in general. I’m worried for them, but they promised not to intrude on dates again.” I let out a slow breath and met his gaze. “You have to understand that we weren’t raised—well, we really weren’t raised at all. 
 
    “We don’t understand things as you do. It’s hard to explain, but our minds don’t think in a linear way. I’m more accustomed having spent so much time around humans or the twins. They helped me. My brothers haven’t had that.” I cleared my throat and stabbed at my salad. “I just didn’t want you to think—they’re intimidating, I get it.” 
 
    “So are you, but you’re too sweet to ever be scared of,” he said. “Thanks for making sure I understood. It’s a thing with me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I saw that after how things were with your family. You aren’t taken seriously. I wanted you to know I take you seriously. I take what I’m feeling for you seriously. I don’t know exactly what to do with it, but I take it seriously.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m going to be sensitive about that,” he whispered. “I appreciate you talking about it with me even if it’s uncomfortable.” He let out a shaky breath. “You saw me when so few do. I was in awe of that. One dinner and you saw me more than my own family, seemed to like me better than them even. I think you’re amazing and not because of what you are.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I cleared my throat again. “I wanted to handle the personal before the business.” 
 
    “Business?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    I did a double take because he was practically wagging his tail, he was so excited… And he wasn’t in wolf form. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked gently. 
 
    He flinched. “How do you do that? You pay such attention.” He shook his head and stabbed at his salad much harder than needed. He took too big of a bite to be polite as well.  
 
    I didn’t say anything and let him beat up his dinner a bit as he got settled. 
 
    “My father gave me an ultimatum, and I not only shocked my family by not toeing the line, but I said clearly to Barb if she made trouble for you again, she was dead to me. I quit, and he had the audacity to yell he was taking back all of his money then. Like he owns me and anything I’ve made is really his. It was disgusting and I—it’s not about the money.” 
 
    “No, it’s about him caring more for people ‘respecting’ him instead of loving you.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly that.” 
 
    “I know it well even if my brother wasn’t my parent,” I said sadly. “All Zeus cared about was how everything reflected on him. Nothing mattered before that. Your father should learn from his mistakes because according to my brothers, things aren’t going well for Zeus.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for you, that you suffered that too.” 
 
    “We know our own.” We shared a painful look and then focused on our salads. “You know what and who I really am now. That was honestly what held me back from hiring you. You’re intelligent and even if I hate Colton, he didn’t throw around praise lightly. He says you’re much smarter than your job allowed you to be and I’m not an idiot. I will snatch you up to be CFO.” 
 
    “I’d love to be,” he admitted. “Even more so now that I know more about you. It was an exciting challenge before, but now that I know you need to extend your… Reach? Prayers?” 
 
    I bounced that around as I sort of did the same with my head. Then I told him how prayers and my power worked, well from how I understood it at least. I was honest with what we didn’t know and how I saw it. 
 
    “I believe Hades will protect me. I know he will send Zeus back to our father if he needs to, but I don’t trust something won’t go wrong before that. Hera does not listen to Zeus and never has. Zeus has other children and apparently made a god he wanted me to marry and would take over. There are too many pieces to feel safe and I need to grow my power. 
 
    “Plus, the world needs more karma. There needs to be more justice when the supposed best countries in the world are teeming with corruption and crazy. I can’t do all of it, but the bigger reach my power has, the better things should start being. There might be some rocky times before that, but it would be better than this quick descent into chaos the world is heading for.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d prefer that not be what happens either,” Jamie grumbled. “It’s definitely going to be a lot of dancing and I know you’re wealthy, getting the funds for the needed expansion and getting it all in the right spot for the government will… Be…” 
 
    I made a dozen gold bars appear on the table. That was what had made him trail off. I didn’t blame him, but I simply shrugged. I was a god. “So you don’t ever have to worry about capital, simply figuring out how the government doesn’t try to seize everything. Demarcus has an accountant we’re using or… Something.” 
 
    He bobbed his head before focusing back on his meal. We ate for several minutes in silence. Once I was halfway through the pork chops I’d made for us, I finally couldn’t keep it in anymore. 
 
    “Did you hit your limit or—what is happening here?” 
 
    He blinked at me and winced. “Sorry, my brain is just going and going. This is so exciting and I’m in. Like all in and—I hate the phrase, but I think we need to have a come-to-Jesus moment with everyone. You have so many pieces from what I even know that it’s too much. It will fall apart or raise too many eyebrows if not done right.” 
 
    I snorted. “Fine, you be the boss of that.” 
 
    “I plan to. Can we do Friday night after the factory closes? That will give me enough time to understand the moving parts better.” 
 
    “Two days?” I hedged. 
 
    He studied me and tried to read me. “Okay, then there are more pieces than I realized. Sunday night then so the vampires can be involved. Also, warn everyone I want to talk to them, give permission to be honest and detailed. That should get us started on streamlining and handling things better. From there we can add, but the core needs to be handled.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. I liked this take-charge Jamie Kraft. He wasn’t pushy or taking over, simply willing to take the baton for the next leg of the race. It was sexy. 
 
    Really sexy. 
 
    We finished dinner and ended up making out on the couch for a bit. It was nice, easy, and I didn’t feel the need to hide from him now that I knew he was a supe too. 
 
    “I wish I had made sure you knew sooner,” he chuckled as he was putting on his coat to leave. “I had no idea that was why you were holding back with me.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Starting over here and all that’s happened had a lot to do with it as well.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He snuck another quick kiss… Then came back for a heated one. “I cannot even tell you how much I want to take you to bed, but you’re not ready.” 
 
    “Not ready,” I confirmed. 
 
    “I know. I have no problem waiting, but I want you to know I want you.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and nodded.  
 
    Right as I was about to crawl into bed, I felt Demarcus on the roof and threw on what I needed for the cold. I went up there and made tea appear to help us stay warm. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was such a child,” he said after taking a sip. “I’m sure the fact we fought reached your ears. I’m sorry I interrupted your date with young Jamie. I didn’t know he was a wolf and then Colton made a move and I followed.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching him,” I said, not bothering to ask or be surprised really. 
 
    “This situation with him having elders and people to answer to is troubling. Very troubling.” 
 
    “I agree, but I’m not worried.” I shrugged when he gave me a shocked look. “They’re in the dark about a lot as well. Hades, Poseidon, and I all agree something needs to be done and about the infected wolves growing numbers. They want to get more information before we make a decision, so any you have would be useful. Do not risk yourself or your people, Demarcus.” 
 
    He nodded. “Their wards at their elder estate are close to what you have here. They are like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You know the location and that will be a big enough help.” I thought about it a few moments. “Put cameras somewhere hidden so we get an idea of who is coming and going and how often.” 
 
    He smirked at me over his mug of tea. “Already done.” 
 
    “Great minds,” I chuckled. 
 
    He lost his amusement for a moment. “You should know they brought Colton’s mother and aunt there already. Sara’s mom.” 
 
    “Forced them?” I checked, nodding when he gave me a look that he didn’t see guns, but we both knew it wasn’t their idea to go. “They let them leave?” 
 
    “Yes, but it was a long meeting.” 
 
    “That’s disturbing.” 
 
    “I would suggest getting them off the board of whatever game they’re playing.” 
 
    “I don’t think we will wait long enough to need that,” I replied, shrugging when he shot me a shocked look. “I have no patience, and my brothers are just as bad. I have distractions that Poseidon doesn’t and while Hades is always buried in too much, he has a flawless system in place. Or he used to. I can’t see him having gotten lax on that.” 
 
    “You think they’ve already found the place and are checking it out.” 
 
    I snorted. “I would put money on one of them already going around and disarming traps or spells. Especially that one to make us feel human. My brothers always hated that one, and it only took Colton and his mother to activate it. That was not how it used to be.” 
 
    “Good, that eases my worry. Significantly.” He cleared his throat. “I would like to get word to an ancient I know. Not just of this, but he will have a better idea of issues between vampires or areas you might not want to branch into. I know several covens on the East Coast, but you will need more than that to expand how you will need one day.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that, but I worry what trouble you could get into if you don’t report in. I can’t think any ancient wouldn’t want the update that three of the original gods are around your area all of the time now.” 
 
    He winced. “Yes, that would bite me later. Thank you.” 
 
    I sat with him a bit longer, telling him about the elderly human who I had consulted with that morning. He laughed so hard at how she had been so adamant that she wanted to be crass and eat a dick cake. He enjoyed it and her spunk. 
 
    Before I headed to bed I alerted everyone that I had officially hired Jamie as our CFO so to answer any questions he might have and fill him in completely. It probably wasn’t the best thing to send out over text, but we had a lot we needed to handle and apparently, we always would. 
 
    There were worse problems to have for sure. 
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    Sunday night everyone was ready for the big powwow Jamie had called once the vampires were awake because we needed Libby, Demarcus, and the accountant. I forgot his name, but I’d seen him around and he looked incredibly stressed, so that was good as well. 
 
    Of course, the twins were included, but I was shocked when Isiah and Gina were there. It made sense, but I hadn’t thought to invite them. 
 
    Then it was Renee and our new managers, Jacob and Rebecca. Yes, that made sense. We should have honestly had Kevin there since we were going to have him be the manager of the housing side and keep everyone in line. 
 
    But for now, we wanted it for all the supes who knew my real identity. 
 
    There was one person extra that I didn’t want there, and I wasn’t the only one from the evil looks several people were giving Colton. 
 
    “I asked Cole to be here,” Jamie told me gently. “The adjustments are done across the street, but there is a list and ideas I need him for.” 
 
    “I understand,” I accepted as graciously as possible. If it was going to help my business and people, then I was more than willing. 
 
    “I appreciate everyone making time for this meeting and getting us all on the same page so things can be smoother moving forward.” He turned and loaded something up on the TV he’d borrowed from the lounge. “Now, the most immediate and easiest problem to solve is you’re out of space in the bakery.”  
 
    I realized it was a kitchen and prep area he was showing me. “And your suggestion?” 
 
    “This is a rental kitchen two blocks from the bakery I’ve already spoken with the landlord about,” he answered. “We can start the lease tomorrow and the price is very reasonable if we take a year. They have a lot of here and there and would like something long-term. This would be for your restaurant deal that Si-Woo is involved with.” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop him. “So going forward, everything for her and those deals would be separated and delivered directly there?” 
 
    “Yes, and Cora’s cake orders. They are the ones to move. It’s also the perfect spot for Robyn to train. Also, the five part-time workers still in culinary school Cora will work with as assistants. She said she doesn’t know how you will get through wedding season without them. She wants to start a program where the culinary school knows, and part of it is training also with Robyn.” 
 
    “So we always keep the freezers stocked with standard cakes they need and fondant basically?” Libby checked, nodding when Jamie did. “Plus, the supplies for buttercream?” 
 
    “Cora wanted base buttercream made here,” Jamie corrected. “Everything else they will have and customize there.” 
 
    “Done, do it,” I agreed when I saw that people thought it was smart as the consensus. 
 
    “Now, you bought the place across the way, and that’s been going well,” Jamie continued. 
 
    “There will need to be upgrades before summer as nothing is hurt by the cold, but it will be by the heat,” Jacob interjected. “I wasn’t sure you understood that from what I was saying. I didn’t fully understand the delicate nature of frosting and whatnot.” 
 
    “No, but that’s good, thank you.” He quickly jotted something down and focused back on everyone. “But the flow has been going well. It’s easier to have trucks mostly here for raw ingredients and trucks there for most finished product.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s much better even with the ramp-up,” Renee confirmed, Libby nodding as well. 
 
    “Now, I approached the place on the other side of you that doesn’t like you or what you’re doing here,” Jamie told me, smiling when several of us snorted. 
 
    Yeah, they hated us and didn’t hide they would fuck with us if we didn’t have security on site and cameras all over. 
 
    “They don’t know I was representing you, and I let them believe I liked you even less,” he explained with a smirk. “They’ve outgrown the facility but don’t have the room to add and will hurt their own business so you don’t get the place. Whatever, I handled it. I offered well above the value of the property and they’re interested.” 
 
    “And we’ll be using it for what?” I hedged when he looked at me like he was ready to get a pat on the head for good work. 
 
    “Meat buns. All meat buns, all day and every day.” He nodded when I raised an eyebrow. “First, I think it’s important to separate the bakery components from meat. There are different regulations and—” 
 
    “Yes, but we follow those and are careful given even the cupcakes have eggs in them,” Renee interjected, looking a bit affronted. 
 
    “Yes, you do, and you’ve done it well.” 
 
    “He’s saying it’s a way people might try and get in here and inspect us even more, file complaints and bullshit like we’re slaughtering the animals here,” I surmised. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie confirmed. “I want that out of here. Meat buns and soups over there, and then you have room to expand.” He grabbed his notebook and flipped a page. “The coven in New York has outlined a plan to expand and sell exclusively to you. They are hoping you can help them, and they can more than manage the expansion.” 
 
    “They can, but it takes time to ramp up,” Isiah muttered. “So what is your answer for now?” 
 
    “They are not the only coven that owns a farm,” Jamie answered easily. “That coven leader knows of three more just on the East Coast, and they’re hurting as well.” 
 
    “Good, then we have a supplier that won’t mess with us, but we also have access to Costco. They want us to use more of their products in ours to cross-promote,” Kary said. “They really liked Mom’s idea on that.” 
 
    “They did,” several confirmed. 
 
    “I needed to know that, thank you,” Jamie muttered and was scribbling again. “Lastly, I think you should buy this facility in New Jersey near the state line of New York.” 
 
    I blinked at him and then the screen. “For?” 
 
    “Sprinkles, quins, fondant cutouts, pearls, and all of your blends. That is a massive market that has been price gouging for too long. You sell out of anything you put on Amazon within hours. You have lists of bakeries that are trying everything they can to get better access. That will spread your power fastest. Also, the fondant stamps.” 
 
    “Right, but I can’t just—how would you manage me going back and forth to New Jersey?” 
 
    “The covens would get involved,” Gina muttered. “Manage them?” 
 
    “One coven of witches in New Jersey and one coven of vampires that Demarcus vouches for,” Jamie said. “The coven in New York is huge.” 
 
    “It is and growing and not because they are turning people,” Demarcus said firmly. 
 
    “Fledglings have learned there’s a safe place for them or think they’ll never go hungry in a huge spot like New York,” Mary surmised, nodding when Demarcus did. 
 
    But I had a whole other response. “I met the leader of the witches in New York and she was dying for me to branch out. She doesn’t want to get involved now?” 
 
    “She wants certain situations handled before she’ll risk her people and especially daughters,” Jamie explained, glancing at Colton. 
 
    “So we get to kill him?” Demarcus asked with a bit too much hope in his tone. 
 
    “Subtle,” Mary chuckled. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be,” Demarcus threw right back, shrugging when I shot him an unfriendly look. 
 
    “His elders and the whole situation,” Gina clarified. “I wasn’t gossiping, but she and her coven helped pull off your curse, so I felt she had a right to know. I did speak with Mary first.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know and I’m not upset. I’m not even upset with them. I was simply confused.” 
 
    “However, once that situation is handled, they are hoping you will allow them to open a Karma Bakery storefront with basic cakes and meat buns. They want a heat-and-serve sort of thing, nothing more.” 
 
    “Or even just have everything take-and-bake,” Mary muttered. “You could have an easy outlet store outside of the crazy of New York City itself. Or they heat up there and you have some more food trucks.” 
 
    “All ideas to think of for the future,” Jamie muttered as he went back to furiously scribbling. “For now, the vampire coven is willing to work with local shelters and facilitate getting people here like you wanted. With the help of the Jersey witches coven to take the day shift, they’re confident they could handle it and the factory.” 
 
    I shared a look with Mary and Kary, nodding for Mary to go ahead when she clearly had something to say. 
 
    “If they know who you are, then you could appear in the office like you do here and make the packets. They could make it up that those get shipped directly or they hold the secretes—whatever. But you have to have that. I also agree that the decorations are the easiest to separate and have crazy growth potential.” 
 
    Kary nodded. “You’d have to do it legit then though. Someone there would have to handle overseeing the industrial drying line being put in all of those sorts of…” She trailed off and sighed, looking at Colton. 
 
    Because we now knew why he was there. 
 
    “Yes, Jamie asked if I could have a team handle New York, and I can as long as they are back for the construction jobs when spring starts,” Colton confirmed. “But that shouldn’t be a problem given they would know the managers and anything additional would be later.” 
 
    “I also don’t think you should announce any of the expansions be Karma Bakery,” Jamie said firmly. “We can do it under a dummy company that has Karma Bakery as the… Your eyes really do glaze over at certain details, don’t they?” 
 
    I winced. “Yes, sorry. I agree, but do it however.” 
 
    That exceedingly amused the twins, but Kary stayed focused. “The only possible problem I see or needs to be handled is that Amazon has been coming to pick up the decorations here. So how far is one of their facilities from where you are saying, and will they still go there to pick up?” 
 
    Jamie blinked at her for a moment and then shook his head. “Sorry, that was rude. I was told you were twenty-one when we met, and I just realized you have much more experience than me in business. Yes, you said you were—there was too much and I’m not registering it all.” 
 
    “Yes, it does take a moment to grasp how much older the twins are than all of us,” Gina chuckled. “Especially when Arabella looks so young as well and they’re her daughters.” She dipped her head to me. “You play your roles very well in your covers.” 
 
    The three of us shared a glance and burst out laughing. I waved off the confusion and smiled. “Because we’ve been doing it for centuries. Thank you, but yes, we are seasoned actors in this.” 
 
    “The stories we could tell,” Kary chuckled… And got a bit fidgety. 
 
    I held up a hand to Jamie, nothing more important to me than the twins. “Do you want to, love?” 
 
    She rubbed her neck and met my gaze. “I’ve been—my writing class has—I never knew I might be interested in writing. I sort of wrote about one of the balls we attended but changed the ending where Mary found a suitor and moved to another country but in that time. It was—I really liked it.” 
 
    “Then do it.” I nodded when she seemed hesitant. “People will think it fiction. You won’t try and sell it as non-fiction if you ever want to get to that level. Mary has her photography and while you are well-rounded, there has never been a form of art you were drawn to. Music for you both and instruments, but do as you wish.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Her cheeks flushed at my support, and Mary elbowed her to tease her but in a nice way. 
 
    “Do the vampires of New York subscribe to the same creed you do?” I asked Demarcus. 
 
    “Yes,” he said firmly. “They have strict rules about touching innocents, and I know he has punished on that. They pick off a gang member now and again to help their urges, but they have clinics like we do. You can hide in New York, but also there are a lot of eyes in a city like that or here in Boston. He preaches that.” 
 
    “And the other thing?” I hedged. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it could be a condition,” he admitted. “I think he’s turned one person, but it was personal.” 
 
    I sat with that a moment. “I don’t think that’s for me to judge as long as they’re willing. You’ve picked people who were dying and given them a future, but taking a life to make them a vampire is different without knowing much. I will speak with him. I don’t want to be their oversight, but I don’t want any of us to be tied to something we could have moral issues with.” 
 
    Isiah flinched, and I realized how pointed that sounded given the problem his coven had had with my power.  
 
    I decided to be the adult and met his gaze. “That was not meant to be pointed. I know they didn’t think me immoral. I’m settled with the slight trip up even if I’m slow to warm back up to everyone.” 
 
    Colton snorted, not backing down when Isiah met his gaze with a pissed one. “You were so focused on her power punishing, you didn’t even judge yourself for not seeing who was right in front of you.” 
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled darkly, the whole room shooting him a look of hate. 
 
    He did a double take. “I didn’t mean you. You didn’t know about any of this or wolves like Jamie. We all hid. That’s very different than him not protecting his people better when there was a monster human right in front of him that he thought was a nice person. Raping the daughters of the people he worked with. He has daughters in his coven.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but we can’t check everyone and be stalkers like you,” Isiah threw right back, smirking when Colton frowned. “I would bet my ships that Arabella didn’t tell you about that situation. So how did you know I fucked up?” 
 
    “Dayumn,” Kary cooed. “Yeah, how did you know, Colton?” 
 
    “How much have you been watching us?” I bit out. 
 
    Colton swallowed loudly. “His guys aren’t as quiet as they should be. They didn’t say what they shouldn’t, but I knew you were a goddess. I wasn’t surveilling you. I put the pieces together. I hear better than a human does or even they do. I heard about Gina coming to remove the curse. Yes, I was outside listening and came that day. I’ve helped.” 
 
    “Yes, you have, but it’s all tainted now by your deceit and own goals.” 
 
    He stormed over towards me, stopping only when Mary blocked him. “My only goal was to keep everyone safe. My family, my mother, you, and the twins. You have no idea the balancing act and hell I was living while gagged from telling you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was gagged,” Gina admitted. 
 
    “I don’t actually blame you for that,” I whispered before looking at him. “I don’t. But you pushed and pushed to get closer even against what they were forcing you. That is unforgivable when you were lying to me.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “I thought our feelings meant more than what’s blown up.” 
 
    “She’s saying before there were feelings,” Mary growled. “You shouldn’t have pushed her to have feelings.” She shoved him back several steps. “My wolf wants to gut you. Back off.” She adjusted her neck and then moved closer to Kary. “We were on your side. We pushed Mom to try with you and it was all a lie, so understand our wolves want you dead. Don’t push it.” 
 
    “I would never blame either of you,” I said firmly, moving over towards her and hugging her. “I didn’t teach you what you needed to know to identify threats. That’s on me. Not you.” 
 
    “Mom, just because we’re your kids doesn’t absolve us. We’re centuries old and we can learn too,” she grumbled but accepted my comfort. 
 
    Fair enough, but it was on me, not them. “Did you talk with Poseidon?” 
 
    Kary nodded. “He’s working with us this week on how to tell. Our wolves, because we don’t have magic.” She shot Jamie a curious look. “You being there would help. We know how to find other children of Lycaon, but we couldn’t sense you.” 
 
    Jamie swallowed loudly. “You would have to order me as a stronger wolf.” 
 
    Kary smirked at him. “Gladly. We’ll keep you off bad terms, pup.” 
 
    “Please don’t call him that when he’s trying to get in my bed,” I drawled, shrugging at the shocked looks people gave me. “And let’s focus back on work so we can do what we need to and not take all night.” 
 
    “Meaning she wants to get away from you,” Demarcus told Colton. 
 
    “Glad you’re still pissed from that punch,” he threw right back. 
 
    Colton got one in on Demarcus when they fought at the ice skating rink? Interesting.  
 
    Also, I hadn’t thought it had come to blows. Oh dear. 
 
    “There is a warlock—priest coven that our parents used to talk with,” Rebecca said, clearly trying to bring us back to the topic at hand. “They were truckers. It was something they could use to hide things like a rancher or fisher. I heard they were having a really rough time because it’s more and more big companies screwing over individual drivers. Them or nothing shit.” 
 
    “And why would we need them?” I asked… As Jamie said, “Smart.”  
 
    She nodded to him in thanks and focused on me. “The fondant toppers and cutouts are going faster than we can make them, but the shipping isn’t feasible for scaling up or the summer. If they have cabs, you could simply buy refrigerated trailers and work out a delivery schedule. Bulk orders would more than cover that and once a month to a place. 
 
    “And it’s not just the decorations bakeries are asking for. They want your cake. Plain cake in the different standard sizes they can do frosting on and finish. You can make them cheaper and in bulk. It would be a huge influx of money and get your power in front of more people. Even if they charged more than you would, it would be Karma Bakery cake in them.” 
 
    I didn’t reply right away, nodding as she talked. “My concern with that was someone tanking us. There would need to be some sort of contract that they could only freeze them for a month so they don’t let it all be stale and then try to turn it on us.” 
 
    “Smart,” Kary praised. “That should be easy. Same with the toppers. That big bakery in California would do it, and once they do, any other bakery would be stupid not to. I think it’s a smart way to get things going faster that’s easiest. Eventually, you could offer a take-and-bake freezer in their bakeries or something.” 
 
    I shrugged. I wouldn’t have wanted someone else’s stuff in my bakery, but mine was the best, so I understood it then. “A public list on our site of who uses our whatever so there’s no trying to say it’s theirs later as well.” 
 
    “Good, smart,” Rebecca muttered, everyone in agreement. “The main bottleneck is the ovens.” 
 
    “We need more?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s time to upgrade the system,” Jacob said firmly, others looking a bit squirrely that he said it so bluntly. “You want to provide a lot of jobs. That’s great, but you’re wasting potential. They could be moving more product faster instead of wasting time changing out carts for the oven or lining them up to cool. Even removing them or putting in the cupcake liners.” 
 
    “Do you have an answer or only criticism?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    He did a double take but then smothered a smile. “It wasn’t even criticism. You did amazing to get to this spot, but now you’re past the hodgepodge of putting things together. And yes, Rebecca actually came up with it. Everyone else was hesitant to tell you because I guess you shut it down before.” 
 
    “That was before,” I muttered, watching as Rebecca spoke with Jamie and had something loaded.  
 
    We watched a few different videos of the Auto-Bake Serpentine system. It was impressive, everything interchangeable and automated.  
 
    “That takes so many of the roles away,” I worried. “And we want to bring in more.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’d need people mixing more and loading faster,” Jacob argued. “Cleaning that thing every day would take a team. Finishing the cupcakes because it’s not just drop sprinkles but very pretty and fancy you do.” 
 
    “You’ll have things that still won’t be this automated,” Renee added. “This is just for the mass baking and it would take a lot of stress off of people. The cupcakes and cakes just aren’t coming fast enough. And if you put in more of what we have, accidents will start happening. Carts and trays crashing into each other and more.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as we went over more details and told Jamie to make the deal. I listened to a lot of what other things were needed and smiled. 
 
    “Hades, do you want to use some of your power to feed all you’re eating from me?” I smirked when my brothers showed themselves and people flinched. “Well, at least I can sense you both when you’re still hidden from others.” 
 
    “Yes, you were always the most sensitive to it,” Poseidon praised. “Interesting meeting. Fascinating to see how far humans have come from being scared of fire.” 
 
    Isiah moved over to Jacob in a flash, putting his hand over his friend’s mouth. “Don’t. Just don’t. They will not be patient and kind with you like Arabella. You’re a pain in my ass, but I love you and I don’t want you in the underworld today.” 
 
    “That is always on the agenda for any who disrespect our sister,” Hades warned without even glancing at Jacob. “And yes, we would like to help in your endeavors however we can, but we didn’t want to overstep.” 
 
    “I welcome it. I need to use a lot of power for intricate and specific things in the morning that would bore you, so I will take this help.” 
 
    “Of course.” Poseidon held out his hand and made two pallets of unmarked gold bars appear. “That should be enough for this new monster machine they showed, yes?” 
 
    I burst out laughing when Jacob fainted.  
 
    Well, that was one way to deal with the pain in the ass. 
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    Hades looked bored down to his soul as he put in two more flash-freezing lines, two final packaging machines, and more. It was honestly just as amusing as Jacob fainting at the sight of so much gold simply appearing. 
 
    I bounced around and got more of what was needed that was new. The list of what we were getting from Heitor now that we bought everything he produced was not what most people would think for a bakery. So we needed choppers and a whole other line of produce washers since there was so much arriving soon. 
 
    Overall everything went well and people were on the same page. 
 
    That would probably last less than a week.  
 
    I was sitting in my massive bathtub looking up different recipe ideas when I felt Demarcus arrive. I brought him to me instead of rushing or going out in the freezing cold after a bath. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m lucky enough that this is an invitation, but I’m a man and I need to ask,” he murmured. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him, knowing I was more than covered by the bubbles. “No, it’s simply cold and I don’t want to go outside. Also, if you’re here so fast after the meeting, I worry why.” 
 
    “Jacob woke up and is now on his way to believing,” he said as he sat on the wide edge of my spa tub. 
 
    “Always good.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything for a few minutes, and I kept on with what I’d been doing. “You seemed overwhelmed. I was worried.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “I’m always overwhelmed since moving here. In a good way, but it’s still stress. I have a shipping container arriving with only cucumbers and squash. What the hell does a bakery need that for?” 
 
    “You’ll make a squash soup, sell some to the restaurants, and figure out something else fabulous because that’s what you do.” 
 
    I smirked as I looked back at my phone. “I strive for fabulous for sure. And yes, I think we should have a limited run of a few cucumber salads that would be great with either meat buns or whatever soups. I was also thinking roasted squash and chicken in meat buns.” 
 
    “Sounds tasty. You also have a bunch of people in the factory to feed. You’ll figure it out.” He cleared his throat when he realized how dismissive that sounded. “You are naked before me in the tub. If you were expecting much blood in my brain to speak well, you will be disappointed.” 
 
    I burst out laughing and handed him my phone before I sent him to the living room. Fine, he could wait there comfortably instead of out in the cold. 
 
    He spent an hour going over ideas with me and sampling even. I made more to have others try, but I felt confident I had things down. 
 
    “Let me hold you for a bit while you find sleep,” he murmured when it was time to go.  
 
    “No funny business,” I warned, nodding when he did. We had some passionate kisses and then I drifted off. I was shocked to find him there and awake when I woke. 
 
    “I forgot how early you have to rise for the bakery,” he admitted. He was lying on my bed on his phone probably handling too many things since he was the boss. 
 
    I knew it well. 
 
    And I also realized I’d forgotten to plan for the half of a shipping container of eggplant coming. Nice. 
 
    I got up and ready, giving him a kiss before sending him to where he needed to be. Then I headed downstairs to work with Si-Woo and go over the changes for tomorrow. She was thrilled she could spread out a bit or not have to drag everything to the second floor. 
 
    Right as we wrapped up what she needed to, Jamie arrived to say everything was ready and we could go see the space… And I needed to officially go sign everything. That made sense. 
 
    So we walked two blocks, the brisk winter morning a nice reprieve from the hot bakery kitchen but also had us walking more than a stroll. I signed with the owner while they looked over everything. I mentally mapped out the large space and then we went over Si-Woo’s area. Then it was back to the bakery where she laid out everything she would need to bring there. 
 
    Except I simply made duplicates appear in the back of my SUV.  
 
    She had the code to get into our unit and now that was where she worked. She was thrilled, and I felt the relief from the others in the bakery that they could spread back out. 
 
    Cora came in, and we brought a lot of what she needed to with Jamie’s help. She had time to set up her area and get some of what she needed to done, but there were several trips for her which had to be annoying. By the time the delivery of soup and meat buns arrived from the factory for dinner, she had made me a full list of the rest of what she needed. 
 
    And I already had everything from Robyn plus new supplies she wanted to add because there was room. Fine, that was easy to order with the links she provided and would be good for show, but the rest I duplicated. 
 
    I went over there once the dinner rush was over and was glad there weren’t cameras in the place because I made so much appear it was a bit ridiculous. Then again, there were cameras outside, but with the way we would be bringing so much in and out of the place, no one would be able to keep track of it all. 
 
    Nor should they try. The owner made it clear he didn’t care we were Karma Bakery besides not wanting to publicize we were using his place. Most might have wanted it, but he didn’t want the flack. Which I understood. 
 
    I was sitting on a table eating the fast food I’d picked up while trying to think of anything I’d missed when Colton showed up. I didn’t even spare him a glance after using my power to open the door for him. I kept focused but simply let him in. He didn’t say anything but just stared at me and I lost patience with him. 
 
    “I assume this has to do with whatever you’re working on with Jamie,” I said before stuffing my mouth with greasy good fries. 
 
    “No, I wanted to see you.” 
 
    “Leave. I have nothing to say to you if it’s not about business.” 
 
    “There has to be a way I can fix this,” he argued as he stepped towards me.  
 
    I shoved him back with my power but didn’t even spare him a glance. “I can’t see how when looking at you hurts me. So if you don’t have business with me, then leave me be. I can’t say that anymore plainly.” 
 
    “What we had was real, Arabella.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Maybe it was, but you tainted everything and ruined it.” I turned and looked at him with the hate I felt no matter what my feelings also were for him. “But you’re not hearing me that I would not have gone near you knowing what I now know. Putting aside your lies and betrayal, I wouldn’t want a relationship with the true Colton you are.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” he argued, hurt filling his eyes so thick that it almost echoed inside of me. 
 
    “I do. So what is the point of even discussing this? Do you get it now? If you want to be a part of this community we’re building, then understand that and keep it business.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “I think what we had from the very start was more than my background or bloodline, and I think you’ll see that when you’re not so angry at me. I deserve it and your wrath, but I’m not giving up, Arabella. You changed my life too much for the better.” 
 
    “But did you change mine for the better?” I purred. 
 
    “Yes. Even with my bloodline, you saw I wasn’t affected by the curse. I didn’t know about it, you didn’t even. That was real, and you saw for yourself that not all men have that evil in their hearts. I didn’t.” 
 
    That was actually fair, but I was too angry with him to tell him that.  
 
    I hated him a little less when he didn’t push the topic and moved on. 
 
    “Fine, business only then, there are a few things you need to know. For one, Moran’s head of security is completely taking the fall for getting the drugs, giving them to your employee, and pushing the OD. He’s on the record that he thought you brainwashed Robyn and wanted them back together.” 
 
    “What a crock of shit,” I drawled. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but the police can’t push it, and everyone wants the ugly situation to be over.” 
 
    “After hours and hours of news saying I was evil and it’s all my fault. Now the truth comes out and it makes others look bad and they want to sweep it under the rug?” 
 
    “A lot of people have dealings with Moran. I do.” 
 
    I waved that off and realized something I’d forgotten, making it appear. “You wouldn’t sweep something so heinous under the rug for business.” 
 
    “No, no, I wouldn’t. Thanks for still believing that.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Also, tomorrow there’s going to be a press conference where Moran’s doctor is going to say he has an aggressive form of cancer. A brain tumor and that’s the cause for everything, even him hitting his wife.” 
 
    I snorted. “Sure, aggressive and new, but he’s been abusing her for years. Nice spin.” I flinched. “Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I forgot I dosed him with my power. So clearly he killed someone if he’s dying, but that’s odd. Not a car accident or something quicker. There must be a reason.” I glanced up as if I could see the fates and tilted my head. “What are you ladies up to? Are you planning on the boy becoming a neurosurgeon or cancer researcher that makes a breakthrough?” 
 
    “Okay, wow, so there is still lots I don’t know and don’t understand,” Colton whispered, sounding a bit terrified. “Could they come up with something as to why they fucked so much with me then? Whoever they are?” 
 
    “The fates,” I muttered, glancing at him. “Yes, even you are in the dark no matter all you hid.” I enjoyed that. “And no, they don’t explain anything. Ever. Even I can’t question them and if I couldn’t I certainly wouldn’t for you.” 
 
    He nodded, looking around. “This was a smart move. Jamie’s really talented at making the pieces fit. He always has been loving puzzles and those types of brain games. He’ll be a big help.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything. “Are we done then?” He didn’t say anything, and I sighed. “Goodbye, Colton.” 
 
    “Please give me another chance,” he whispered so quietly I barely even heard him. 
 
    “You’re not worth the risk,” I said hoping to hurt him as much as I hurt. 
 
    Then I used my power to force him to walk back outside, closing the door behind him.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes, and I launched the rest of my food at the wall. I hated how petty I was being. I wasn’t a petty person, but I was in that much pain that I wanted to bring pain.  
 
    And I hated myself for feeling that way over a fucking liar.  
 
    I really did. 
 
    Isiah was waiting for me when I arrived. Everyone was gone for the night since it was Monday and that was the night Colton was supposed to sleep over so I wasn’t alone. Isiah wasn’t a replacement for him, but I was relieved he was there and I didn’t have to go inside alone with my thoughts. 
 
    I walked right to him and hugged him. 
 
    “I was scared you were going be upset that I’m pushing,” he admitted as he hugged me tightly. 
 
    “No, and I’m sorry I’m so upset about another man around you so often. You deserve better than that. You really do.” 
 
    “No person can keep things in their heart so separate and turn them off, even a goddess,” he murmured against my hair. “It would creep me out if you did.” 
 
    I chuckled because it was probably horrible of him to say that, but I appreciated his dark humor right then. “I don’t want to become Hera. I’m being petty and spiteful like her. I’m lashing out and I hate it. I can’t get twisted up like that. I can’t let Colton make me her like Zeus did.” 
 
    “I’ve never met the bitch, but you could never be her. We are all petty when love ends badly or even if it wasn’t love yet.” He cleared his throat and let go of me, moving so I could open the door. “I’m not proud of it, but a few years ago there was a witch that I was in love with. Apparently, I was the best she could snag in her mind.” 
 
    “She wanted a coven leader,” I grumbled, reading between the lines. 
 
    “Yes, and when she found one with more money instead of fishers living too close to the poverty line, she was out. And I mean she was shacked up with him before she finished breaking up with me.” 
 
    “We’ll give her some karma,” I promised, appreciating that he was sharing his heartbreak with me as well. 
 
    “Yes, please do,” he chuckled, brushing his lips over mine after I let him inside. “But I did something really petty. She had been leaving more and more of her stuff at my house because she was pushing me to ask her to live together. Something always felt off to me and even if people said it was time, I hesitated. But she was in such a rush to move on, she forgot that she’d left a bunch of stuff with me.” 
 
    “Tell me you sold it.” 
 
    “No, that could have gotten me in trouble. I donated it and posted online which Goodwill would have a bunch of designer purses soon since I found them and couldn’t remember which ex-girlfriend they had belonged to. It made me sound a bit like a player, but that was better than seeming so sad in my head. It was petty. We all have our petty moments, Arabella.” 
 
    “Thanks. Really.” 
 
    We got ready for bed, and I pushed all of my worries aside to enjoy the handsome man staying overnight.  
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    I heard glass shattering and my wards flashed my power to let me know something huge was going on. I didn’t hesitate, teleporting to the second floor so I could run down the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator. 
 
    “Fucking die bitch!” a masked woman bellowed before launching something at the side window by where I was standing. Not only did the glass break, but the whole frame burst into flames. 
 
    The cunt threw a Molotov cocktail at my bakery! 
 
    Oh, she was in deep shit. 
 
    For right then, I needed to worry about the fire where I was and the front windows. I made two huge fire extinguishers appear by the door to the kitchen and grabbed the first one. I was putting that out when Isiah joined me and handled the other one without hesitating. 
 
    The first window breaking had set off the alarm—not just my wards—so the alarm was blaring and would alert the police.  
 
    Sure enough, we had just finished putting out the fire when sirens approached. 
 
    “You’re not wearing much,” Isiah reminded me. “And the press might take this chance. They listen to the police scanners.” 
 
    “Right, right,” I sighed, going in back and finding Carmen’s extra sweater she kept there and someone’s hoodie that was big enough to fit Isiah. I was pretty sure it was one of the twins’, but I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I also turned off the damn alarm. People were already notified after all.  
 
    I tossed it to him since he was only in his jeans since he hadn’t finished getting undressed. 
 
    First, it was the police and then the fire department just to be safe. I glanced around my bakery and wanted to cry… And kill someone. The two main windows were a mess, the outside burnt up from the alcohol making the fire extra hot for the short time it was burning. 
 
    I nodded to Sergeant Adams when he arrived. “There was at least one woman, wearing a full ski mask and black. I was on the second floor because I’d forgotten to take something out of the freezer.” I gestured to what we were wearing. “We were ready for bed and I remembered.”  
 
    I waited until he nodded, already taking notes.  
 
    “I heard the glass and came down. She saw me on the stairs by the other window and yelled ‘fucking die bitch’ and then threw it. I ran in back and got the extinguishers and right as I started, Isiah came down in the elevator and put out the other fire.” 
 
    He nodded before looking to Isiah. “Anything to add?” 
 
    “I heard the glass break and went to look at the street, and I saw two smaller figures running from the bakery fast so I would think two women. I raced for the elevator and yeah, saw the other fire extinguisher by the door and went to the other window. We didn’t touch anything other than she grabbed me this hoodie from the back.” 
 
    He nodded again and asked us a few questions, mostly how long it all took to go down and whatnot. 
 
    Isiah called some of his guys, and luckily one of them had some plywood in their garage we could use to board up the place. I was seriously more pissed I had to play human for this shit than anything. I wanted to just fix it all, but I’d have to go through the steps, upsetting my employees that it wasn’t simply all better. 
 
    “We caught your pyros,” a man said from the radios the police had on them. 
 
    Sergeant Adams raised an eyebrow at that and pulled it off of his shoulder, pushing the button to talk into it. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Well, we pulled over someone flying through two red lights away from your scene,” the guy drawled. “Wearing ski masks which clearly isn’t normal. They freaked when we pulled them over, the driver screaming that we can’t prove anything and they just need to get home. She jumped out to yell more and that’s when my partner saw the alcohol bottles with rags in them.” 
 
    “So clearly they are top tier criminals,” one of the cops said with a snicker. He shot me an apologetic look, but I waved it off.  
 
    Instead, I turned on the coffee machine that had our awesome gas station-type instant coffee we loved. But also hot water for tea.  
 
    It was fucking cold out after all, and now my bakery had more of a damn terrace than walls. 
 
    “The other confessed,” the man on the radio continued. “She said she chickened out and didn’t throw the bottles and she wasn’t driving recklessly so don’t arrest her. That set the other off, and they’re so busy fighting with each other that they told us lots. We had to pull them apart.” 
 
    “They give a reason?” Sergeant Adams asked. 
 
    “Yeah, apparently Ms. Baker is putting them out of business,” he answered. “One owns that cupcake bakery close to the station we all went to support when it opened except it’s eight bucks for one damn cupcake. The other is that place six blocks over with the huge muffins that are good, but the coffee always tastes burnt and the owner is rude.” 
 
    “My money is on her being the one who threw them and aimed for you,” one of the policewomen said to me as she set up the crime scene tape. “She’s a horrible beast. I went in on shift and I barely had the door opened and she yells over the counter that she doesn’t give discounts to cops so don’t ask. There were people in the store. I was embarrassed and just left.” 
 
    “None of you have ever asked me and still offer to pay when I say it’s not needed,” I grumbled. “That’s never acceptable. I bet she’s the type to call you for every little thing as well.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard, but I’m the night shift.” 
 
    Colton showed up a few moments later, explaining to the police that any fire alarm in the complex alerts him as well. I couldn’t even argue that given a fire at my bakery could take out the building next door if it wasn’t put out fast enough.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t fix this fast,” he apologized after checking I wasn’t hurt. “Those are custom windows you ordered. It will take a bit to get them again. I can and will bill it directly to your insurance, but you’re going to have plywood for at least a couple weeks. Maybe more.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I sighed, bobbing my head. “Thanks, that would help. And bill them for your time and whatever. I have a feeling Justina will be suing these women for damages.” I had to explain that, and steam practically came out of his ears when I did. 
 
    I sighed again when a news van pulled up and hurried to call the twins. I didn’t want them to see this on the news.  
 
    They promised they wouldn’t come until the morning to pull the security footage for the police. We talked over a few things I’d checked with the police and then hung up. 
 
    “You don’t have to be the one,” Colton said when I headed towards the news. 
 
    “People know what I look like now, and if I don’t make a statement they’ll bother the twins at school again.” 
 
    “I can do it as the owner of the park,” he argued. 
 
    “No, we don’t need other problems with you speaking for me like you can,” I said firmly, my gaze telling him to read between the lines. 
 
    He sighed, nodding as he clearly caught on. 
 
    Yeah, that would be a great visual for his fucked elders to grab onto.  
 
    Right as I reached the reporter, I felt Demarcus arrive and teleported him into my apartment so no one caught sight of something they shouldn’t.  
 
    I basically ignored the reporters’ questions and gave information I wanted people to know since they were doing it live. “We are closed like normal but given what happened, we will not have the café open until further notice. Pickup orders only. I apologize for the inconvenience and thank you for your understanding in advance.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re inappropriately dressed for the situation?” the man asked me with a smirk since he wasn’t on camera. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “I was finishing up one thing I forgot before bed when someone set fire to my bakery. Below me. I didn’t stop to change or even think about what I’m wearing. People committed a crime and I’m lucky they didn’t kill me and the man I’m seeing and you care about what I’m wearing? Do you hear yourself?”  
 
    I couldn’t even hide my disgust and walked back to the bakery. Yes, I was in short bed shorts and without shoes. 
 
    So fucking what? 
 
    “I hate idiots,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Twenty bucks people will talk more about the fact she said she has a lover than the bakery being vandalized,” one of the cops said to his partner. 
 
    “Sad but true. She’s super nice, but people want the big story and are dying to find out who she was before and that attack she barely survived,” he replied. “Stuff like that just makes me want to give up some days.” 
 
    Yeah, me too. 
 
    Seriously, me too. 
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    “We can clean in the morning,” Isiah said. “I took all the pictures we need for the insurance and so did the police. They said it’s okay since it’s a hazard. They’ll come take pictures in the light of the fire damage. The glass isn’t what they need. Also, the fire department said everything is fine given how fast we acted. Again, they’re going to come check in the morning to make sure.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you, really.”  
 
    We went upstairs and I wasn’t thrilled the “we” included Colton, but he said he had a feeling he was needed for whatever Demarcus was there for. I wasn’t the only one who shot him a look that he simply wanted to be. 
 
    Clearly, Demarcus overheard that part because he was amused when we entered my apartment. He checked on me and let out a sigh when it was clear I was fine, not even my feet cut from the glass. 
 
    “I spoke with Hades,” he informed me as we all sat in the living room. “He informed one of our ancients that he knows what was going on here and the development with elders and elites. He also passed along word to the other ancients so there are no misunderstandings or problems.” 
 
    “Will they—are you in danger?” I worried. 
 
    He shook his head. “Ancients don’t blend well with the world. They gave up leading a coven to keep moving and be the ones to keep order. None would want to take over my coven to get closer to you. They wouldn’t want the scrutiny of Hades as well.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” I drawled, shaking my head thinking about both of my brothers and how they used to act to any man who treated me like a woman, not a goddess. Well, Zeus had been the worse but the other two hadn’t objected much to what he’d done to keep men away from me. 
 
    Except when I’d needed him to most. 
 
    “So Hades is having you pull back and keep your people out of danger?” I checked, nodding when Demarcus did. 
 
    “I’ve given the ancient access to our cameras and one of mine is helping on that front but only that. Hades has it covered and sent minions to also watch the different players for intel.” 
 
    I shivered, my brother’s minions were creepy, even to me who loved him dearly. “Okay, thanks for the update. We’ll have a lot of eyes on us at least the next week with this, so we have to make sure to appear human and behave. Warn all your people and Gina’s coven as well.” 
 
    They agreed and then I admitted I was more than ready for bed.  
 
    “No, you’re not crashing our dates anymore,” Isiah told Colton before he could even suggest anything. Then he snorted. 
 
    “What?” I asked, anger coming off of Isiah and rising. 
 
    “He wasn’t human and knew you weren’t when you hit your head that one time. He pushed to watch you overnight knowing you weren’t in danger. He didn’t just keep what he was from you, but actively did his best to use the fact you thought he was human to his advantage.” 
 
    Colton flinched but shot Isiah a nasty look. “I had to play human. A human would have said that and worried over a concussion. I wasn’t using it, and my family was under threat if I revealed myself. So don’t come up with answers for me trying to add to my crimes when you’re trying to use that to benefit you.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s not get into this,” I cut in, seeing Colton’s point, but also Isiah’s. “We’ve had enough drama tonight. Colton, leave. Demarcus, thank you for stopping by, but Isiah’s here.” 
 
    He gave me a quick kiss and made sure Colton went down in the elevator. Demarcus turned back to me and winced. “I suppose you want to send me somewhere instead of risking my being seen on the roof.” 
 
    “No, I’m too tired to think, but thank you.” I gave him a kiss this time and then sent him to his home. I hadn’t been there, but I knew the address and his energy and that was enough. 
 
    I was a goddess after all. 
 
    “All the heartful secrets will be the death of me,” I whispered as I stared out at the night. 
 
    “Yes, they are big secrets,” Isiah agreed, moving behind me and hugging me to him. 
 
    I shook my head. “It was something Kary used to say when she was little. Heartful was something that hurt your heart. Instead of hurtful, she used to say heartful. She wasn’t correct, but it always stuck with me because she wasn’t really wrong either.” 
 
    “No, no, she wasn’t and I totally agree with her.” He kissed my hair. “Sometimes kids are the smartest of us.” 
 
    I snickered. The twins were too into settling things with violence and fighting to be the smartest of everyone. I was just as bad as time, but it wasn’t the smartest path. The passionate one. That was what we had the most of. 
 
    But yeah, my kids were the smartest of anyone in my book. 
 
    We crawled into bed, and I was annoyed at being so exhausted since I had planned on moving forward a bit with Isiah. I wanted that closeness and not because I wanted to try and erase memories of Colton touching me intimately. 
 
    No, this was all because of my feelings for Isiah… But I liked that as a perk too. 
 
    His guys were already cleaning up the glass outside when we got up. The news had left and apparently, Isiah had told his coven they weren’t going out on the water that day. He waved it off and said I’d pay them for the cleanup and I had to do this for show anyways. 
 
    Fine, but I wasn’t wasting their time making them handle the inside. I waved my hand and all of the glass went directly into the dumpster in case someone peeked in there and checked. I used one of the big garbage cans in the kitchen to get my other frustration out. My pretty display shelves were trashed. The Valentine’s Day decorations that had been on display were the same. 
 
    The twins had put a lot of time and effort into them, and I couldn’t just use my power to make it all better without people questioning it. That pissed me off. 
 
    I chilled when they showed up and brought enough breakfast to feed all of us, so they were clued in. I left them in charge when I had to leave and meet Si-Woo at the new kitchen. At least Cora had informed all of the restaurants that was the new place to pick up their orders. 
 
    We flew through everything, and I was impressed how much faster she was getting. She was staying to practice finishing the frosting on cakes instead of just the machine. Cora needed a bunch for Valentine’s Day special orders and weddings, so she was thrilled for Si-Woo’s help. 
 
    I headed back and was glad when I saw Isiah’s guys painting over the damage… Once I checked that the fire department had already been there and cleared it. Everyone had their pictures and nothing was wrong with the building so we could fix things up.  
 
    By lunchtime everything but the boarded-up windows was pristine.  
 
    I was eating McDonald’s on the roof with Isiah while the twins and his guys were downstairs on the second floor hanging out. 
 
    “What would you have done if you weren’t a warlock?” I asked him. 
 
    He flinched and lowered his Big Mac. “You mean if I wasn’t born into a family of fishers?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You guys did that because it helps hide that you’re different. If you weren’t different and didn’t have to worry about that—what would you do?” 
 
    He blew out air through his lips and set his burger down, wiping his mouth and hands on his napkin when he didn’t need to. Then he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    And I chuckled. “You don’t have to answer. I was simply curious.” 
 
    “No, I want to, but it’s just not something I’ve thought of before.” He shrugged when I couldn’t hide my shock. “It’s always just been who I am. I don’t think I’d be Isiah without my magic or growing up the son of a coven leader.” 
 
    “Huh, I never thought about that part,” I admitted. “I used to dream about the life I could have with the twins if we were human and lived simply. But we were always still women, and that was always so terrifying for humans with the sexism. Plus, they would die and that would destroy me.” 
 
    “Yes, but if you were human, you would die before them,” Isiah reminded me. 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Maybe. Maybe not. Mary almost died when she was a teenager. She would have if I wasn’t a goddess. She was racing along and some assholes had set traps for animals, not wolves but wild pigs that were around. I was watching them run from a distance and then suddenly she wasn’t there. The cry she let out—I’ll never forget it. Even in wolf form it was horrid.” 
 
    “But you saved her.” 
 
    I nodded. “That was a rare time I could and I was grateful to be what I am. There have been so many other times I wished I didn’t have the path I did or the burden.” I chuckled darkly and reached for more fries. “The guilt. When you’re in charge of so much and it all goes wrong, it’s your fault even if you weren’t the one who did it. That’s a crippling feeling.” 
 
    “That I understand on a smaller scale,” he muttered. “But yeah, I couldn’t handle the responsibility of more.” 
 
    “You would. You have to and you do.” I shrugged, not sure what else to say. 
 
    He grabbed away my food and set it on the table before cupping my face. “You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to, Arabella. Don’t do a fucking thing because you think you have to. None of us deserve that from you. You were born—made how you were, but that’s not on you. You make the fucking choices you want.” 
 
    I couldn’t get my mouth to work trying to respond or process what he’d said, how adamantly he’d said it even. 
 
    But then his mouth was on mine and my mind went blank. Isiah cupped the back of my head as his tongue pushed in my mouth. I had a moment to almost crazy chuckle that it was like we were both making out with burgers and fries given what we’d been eating. 
 
    Yes, my mind was a scary, scary place. 
 
    He moved me to lie back on the daybed, and again I couldn’t make my mind work or think of weird things even. 
 
    His hand moved under my sweater and then my bra, touching my naked breast and making me soar it felt so good. I didn’t flinch when I felt him get hard against my leg and I took that as a sign. 
 
    So did he.  
 
    He backed off the kiss for a minute, giving me soft ones before swallowing loudly. “Let me see if you’re wet.” 
 
    I nodded, wanting him to touch me there too.  
 
    His hand slid in my leggings and he moaned when he found me wet. He kissed me as his fingers teased my clit. I froze when one pushed inside of me and he went stiff. “You haven’t done this?” 
 
    “Not inside,” I muttered, feeling like a twit.  
 
    “Do you want me to stop or see what it’s like?” he asked. 
 
    “Um, gently?” I felt worlds better when he checked, nodding I was okay. It felt good but weird. I’d only had pain when I was brutalized and nothing else.  
 
    His finger kept moving as his thumb moved around my clit. I liked that and must have made a noise to let him know that because he smirked at me and did it again.  
 
    I pulled him down to kiss and then suddenly I was having an orgasm. It felt amazing. 
 
    And almost just as good? He’d been hard against me the whole time and I wasn’t scared of that. I didn’t reciprocate or touch him. Not yet. I maybe should have tried to push myself, but it was nice to have fun and not get a flash. I wanted to hold onto that for the moment, and I was pretty sure Isiah got a glimpse of what I was thinking because he seemed happy. 
 
    Really happy. He wiped his hand off on his jeans before lying next to me and simply holding me. 
 
    “They can’t have you. I need you too much. I don’t care if it’s selfish, but the world can’t have you. You can’t do things because you feel you have to. That would break you again and I can’t handle that. Not when I feel like this for you.” 
 
    I nodded and snuggled closer, hugging him too. “I want to this time. I do. It’s too much too often, but even if I didn’t choose to be what I am, I chose to get involved this time. Simply my way. No more pushing me around or jumping through the hoops of others.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’m here for all of it. I’m also here to pull the plug should things go south and you ever decide you don’t want to do this anymore.” 
 
    “Thank you.” It maybe gave him too much power when he wasn’t even my partner, but I appreciated his willingness to go to the mat and pull the emergency brake if I ever needed it.  
 
    I wish I’d had that before or was honest when I saw it all going up in flames. Yeah, someone to put me first and pull me out of the fire instead of Zeus willing to let me burn in it would make things much better this go around. 
 
    I hoped so at least. 
 
    We finished our lunch and some of his guys left to handle the food truck for dinner. Things were much better there. Justina made it clear that she was ready to file grievances and even lawsuits if I kept getting “random” inspections without any substance to them. There was a line between valid complaints and realizing we were being harassed. 
 
    And the health department seemed to enjoy the latter.  
 
    They weren’t now with a firm like Justina’s looking over their shoulder. 
 
    I headed to the factory to get some things sorted out, smiling from the fun I’d had with Isiah and the fact he asked if he could spend the night again.  
 
    Yes and yes. I had even offered to make some space available for him to leave a few things. I might do the same for Jamie, but Isiah knew that, and I felt great being able to take that step. 
 
    There were about fifteen people sitting out front of the factory and Renee trying to frantically wave for me to go around to the side door.  
 
    Except that made them notice me sooner.  
 
    Oh well. 
 
    She came hurrying out and warned people not to bother me as she did. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed. “They just showed up and I was about to call you.” 
 
    I nodded, glancing past her at the people who were clearly not starting trouble. “Not reporters.” 
 
    “No, nothing to do with that. They want jobs.” She nodded when I frowned. “They’re not homeless, but the company they worked for recently went belly-up. They didn’t get any warning or any severance. Their retirement accounts just gone even.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for them, but I can’t help everyone in the world,” I muttered, not hiding from her that I was tired. It was more I was miffed something was trying to ruin my finally good mood. 
 
    “I know, but—just hear the oldest guy out. He was a shift manager for a machine line.” She nodded when I did a double take. “A jam machine line. The company made jams, jellies, gummies, candies, and such. Not exactly what we’re doing, but we could.” She shrugged. “You could get a jarring thing in here like nothing and do fruit everything with extras from Brazil.” 
 
    “Maybe but you’re saying they would be knowledgeable about what we’re already doing?” 
 
    “Enough where it wouldn’t take much to switch them over. Jamie worked some sort of magic that the Auto-Bake place is announcing they’re putting in a line here and they’re doing it next week.” 
 
    Wow, good PR really did move the world. I would never have expected it would be that fast. 
 
    I nodded and went over with her to the gentleman who was clearly the leader of this group. He was probably mid-fifties and had kind—but worried—eyes. 
 
    “Please, come inside and let’s get out of the cold,” I greeted. 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to talk with us when we didn’t even schedule a meeting. We tried to, but you’re understandably busy. We just couldn’t wait anymore and had to take the chance.” 
 
    “I know being that desperate,” I assured him, his very soul pulsing with that feeling. 
 
    We went inside and they were impressed with the cafeteria setup. Once we all had something to drink, we sat at the tables and I nodded for him to go ahead. 
 
    “I’m about to lose my house,” he said sheepishly. “I’ve tried everything. We had no warning and were just let go like we were temp workers.” He waved at himself and sighed. “Sorry, you don’t need that part troubling you. We couldn’t find jobs fast enough, and I can’t refinance my mortgage without a job. My wife doesn’t make enough on her own. 
 
    “So I’m sixty days behind, and the bank is clear that my family is out when we hit ninety days. I know you are doing a good thing here to help the homeless, but I heard you weren’t getting in the people you had hoped for. And I just thought that if you wanted to do good, helping people not become homeless would be on the same path.” 
 
    “You’re definitely not wrong,” I agreed. “And we need to expand again. We’re not announcing that because—” 
 
    “You piss people off that are struggling or can’t keep up,” he said with a sigh. “It’s not fair, but neither is the world. I’m glad you’re safe after someone tried to burn down the bakery yesterday. That was—things shouldn’t ever get that ugly. Those are people with ugly, ugly hearts.” 
 
    “There are too many of them,” I muttered. I glanced at Renee. “Did Auto-Bake take the bait on doing training with us?” 
 
    She nodded. “Jamie made it part of the deal. They’re going to train five.” 
 
    “Five?” 
 
    She sighed. “It’s an intense training. It’s top to bottom. By the end of it, they will know how to take the machines apart completely and put them back together. Like every bolt and screw. Hell, I don’t want to be the one to take it. It’s the training their own techs take, and there is a warranty for them to service it as well.” 
 
    She gave me a look and I swallowed a snort. Right, because we were actually buying it this time instead of simply my making it appear. 
 
    “They are also pushing to get a second line in. They saw the numbers Costco is ordering and talked to them directly for what Costco eventually wants, and they say we need it. And to run all shifts. One cupcake and muffin line and one cake. I agree because of the expanding we were talking about. Also, their proofing line for donuts and buns before we freeze them.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I sighed. “Fine, tell Jamie to do what we need, but I also want fifteen trained on basic maintenance, cleaning, and the touch screen… Stuff.” I shrugged when a few people chuckled. “I’m not the best with tech.” I caught something off one of the group and frowned. “Hand over the phone.” I waved for it, nodding. 
 
    “I was just checking for a call,” she lied, Renee flinching when she could smell the lie. 
 
    “This will go better for you if you hand it over, love,” I purred. “Otherwise we call the police and detain you until they get here and see you were illegally recording me. And yes, I absolutely can have you arrested for that on my property where you’re not an employee.” 
 
    I didn’t even have to push more, someone else snagging it and jumping to her feet when she saw I was right. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you? I haven’t eaten in a week to feed my kids and not get tossed out of my apartment. You know my husband left us high and dry and—what the fuck are you even recording her for? You handled the weighing station. Did you get a job as a reporter since?” 
 
    I clucked my tongue when the jerk’s face went pale. “Who offered you money for a scoop?” I thanked the second woman when she handed me the phone. I ended the recording and sighed when I saw she’d taken a lot of pictures, basically of anything she could. “I could make a stalker case with this. Who is it for?” 
 
    “Answer her,” that guy said, his voice cold. 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me anymore so fuck off, boomer,” she snapped. 
 
    “Well, now you’re just an idiot since he’s not old enough to be that generation,” I drawled, handing the phone to Renee. “You know what to do. Call our attorney and get a restraining order and more. She won’t get any job anywhere without that.” 
 
    “My dad will shut you down if you even try it,” she threatened. “I’m calling the police and telling them you stole my fucking phone, you stupid bimbo. You’re a whore who tempts men—” 
 
    My gaze went hard, and whatever she saw made her afraid. 
 
    Good, she should be. 
 
    “I don’t care if I tempted a million men. They have no right to me. I am mine. I keep my hands off attractive men who smile at me all the time. So do not come in here and lecture me as to what I am or the world, child. Now tell me what I want to know, or I will make it my personal goal to hurt you after you dare spout such bile at me.” 
 
    I didn’t even have to use much of my power, she spilled everything. 
 
    She’d disobeyed her parents and they’d booted her out and, at first, being free was great, but that factory was horrible and she wanted her privileged life back. Her parents weren’t going to let her come home but then pushed her to get in with me so she could be a spy for her dad. 
 
    That didn’t make much sense until I learned he was the president for a major bakery food seen in every supermarket around the country. He said if she could get dirt and a few recipes he’d let her back into the fold and marry whom she had rejected for a pretty, pretty life now that she’d seen the real world. 
 
    “It’s a shame you didn’t have a spine,” I said, truly pitying her. “You aren’t the only one we’ve come across in such circumstances. We’ve helped them.” I swallowed a snort when hope filled her eyes. “But you’re just as bad as your father and a bitch. To ever blame the woman for the crimes of men means you’re just as bad. So now you will face the consequences.” 
 
    “You can’t do anything to me.” 
 
    “Oh, we can,” Renee chuckled darkly, pointing to the security camera. “Because we have it all on tape and we can record in here. You’re fucked, bitch.” 
 
    “Well said,” the guy muttered, all the rest of the people asking for my help, shooting the woman death looks. Yeah, I didn’t blame them when they were desperate and she could have ruined their chances at getting out of their situations. 
 
    But she didn’t.  
 
    I set up interviews for all of them with Jacob since Renee had already talked to them. 
 
    Oh, and I asked if they wanted to call anyone else that had worked with them at that company. If they were hurting, so would those other people. I had one warning though. 
 
    “Everyone here has been through a lot,” I said firmly, staring at them each in turn. “I don’t allow bullshit. I give a lot of allowances and understanding. I expect my people to do the same. Yes, it’s not always easy working with high school kids, but they are completely on their own at their age because of different circumstances.  
 
    “So you will treat them kindly and everyone here respectfully or you’re out, and I don’t care how good you are at your job. You don’t have to be best friends with them, but do not ever look down your nose at the ones who have AA meetings here or have issues being touched. We have a whole night crew that prefers the less sociable shifts and solo jobs. Accept that.” 
 
    They seemed to get this wasn’t like any place they’d worked before. 
 
    Good, because we weren’t. 
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    I arrived a few minutes before the work dinner I was having with Libby and Cora. We needed to talk numbers, and several of the owners of the restaurants I had deals with were constantly pushing for me to sample their menus like I had Alex’s. 
 
    I knew why. We weren’t doing the gift certificates anymore but a straight billing system that Cora managed. It wasn’t about fair trade or convincing me to work with them. 
 
    No, it was that I always had Alex’s menu and restaurant in mind when I came up with new ideas for all of them. So they wanted me to be impressed and think of all of them more.  
 
    That was fine, and even understandable. It also gave me a chance to have a dinner a week with two or three of my cherished employees and we could call it a working dinner. 
 
    Well, we actually were this time because there was so much to do… As there always was. 
 
    We had to have it a bit later given Libby was a vampire, but it was still winter, so night came pretty early. It was more the traffic to get into the city from the factory, and she had to go through the motions because of all the humans around her. 
 
    We sat down and ordered drinks before each of us pulled out a binder or notebook. I was glad we had the larger corner booth for that and also all the dishes we would have. Tuesday wasn’t generally a busy night for most restaurants anyways, so I didn’t feel bad taking up such a big table. 
 
    Libby started with a bang. “Costco approved the change to the frozen scone three-pack. We shipped the rest of the triple berry, lemon apricot, and pineapple coconut. We will now be doing triple berry, chia pear, and spiced cantaloupe.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing this and that she was saying it more for Cora since it wasn’t her area. But that wasn’t a surprise. What she said next was. 
 
    “However, they want double what they ordered last, and they want to know if you can offer the lemon apricot baked or shipped in bulk and they can bake in their bakeries.” 
 
    “Wow,” Cora said with a whistle. “I mean, those are some insane numbers.” 
 
    “They were already insane,” I muttered. 
 
    Libby shrugged. “It’s become a thing in several other countries besides the US that have Costco to buy out whatever they get delivered. Just like sales and product launches, people wait outside and post it’s Karma Bakery day at their store. Things are gone in an hour. They don’t even unload some of the baked items and leave them on the pallet.” 
 
    “Wow,” Cora repeated. She gave me an amused look. “Don’t get me wrong, because I love your everything—” 
 
    “But we’re not people who are willing to wait an hour in line for the latest trend.” 
 
    “No.” Cora snorted. “I don’t even update my phone every two years much less every year.” 
 
    We shared a smile and then I focused back on Libby. “Costco can have whatever they want as long as we can do it.” 
 
    “We can this time if we get more people on the overnight shift. I’ve talked to Kevin and he’s got a dozen willing to switch.” 
 
    “And your overnight teams are fine with it?” I hedged, ignoring when Cora frowned. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve talked with all of them and there’s no problem. They’ll be working a few of the lines—it’s a good fit.” 
 
    “Then do it. The speed of that machine can also be cranked up.” 
 
    “It can, but we had limited people mixing. Now that you switched to the mammoth mixer monster and added a second, that is not the hard part. Having all the ingredients is, but we’re working on that.” 
 
    “We’re expanding again, but we’re being sneaky,” I said to Cora. “The assholes on the other side of the factory hate us and my liberal views, which I’m not so sure I’m all that liberal by today’s standards. But Jamie’s being cheeky and getting it another way.” 
 
    “Good deal.” She sighed. “I don’t know your political views, but you’re kind and understanding of what people need. That’s apparently bad and liberal.” 
 
    I shrugged. If people knew my views on the prison system and torture, I doubted I would be welcome in the middle much less the left. So it was better to just keep to business. 
 
    “Their order of the strawberry and white chocolate chip cookie tubs was completed. They would like to order more and yes, we can more than handle it. They want to order twice as much next month, and that machine cranks it out. They would also like a round cookie option. Frozen and in bags, but bigger ones. Not hearts as that’s your signature.” 
 
    “We can do more tubs for sure. We’ll talk about adding the other later. We’re doing too much too fast and adding people. It’s—we’re going to have the factory explode one day with all of this crazy.” 
 
    “Agreed. They can be told no and we need more time while knowing they’re our priority,” she muttered. “I think once they learn the meat bun production will ramp up, they will back off. They’ll always want more but are not so pushy and desperate. You understand because people want it, but like chill a bit.” 
 
    “Yes, a bit,” I chuckled, thanking the server when our drinks arrived. We were offered a bottle, but we turned it down since we were all driving and there was new snow from earlier in the day. 
 
    “The chocolate-covered heart cookies with decoration were delivered. They want more of all three; sugar cookie, cherry chocolate chip, and meringue.” 
 
    “They can have the first two, but the meringue takes too long, and it would cut into the quantity we can get them,” I muttered. 
 
    She nodded and jotted some notes down. “The chocolate-covered pineapples in X’s & O’s were a hit, but they have their own trays of chocolate-covered strawberries. So they didn’t ask for additional as was the plan.” 
 
    “They were adorable and delicious,” Cora praised. “It was smart of the twins.” 
 
    “They think outside the box,” I agreed, beaming with pride. We had so many pineapples after I’d blessed Heitor’s farm, it had been ridiculous. So Mary had shown me some ideas. Normally, I wouldn’t want to cut out fruit shapes just to be cute, but we had pineapple in other goods, so we could use the pieces.  
 
    Plus, we could always add it to our juice blend that sold out every morning. 
 
    “They want double what they ordered of the blueberry banana bread in big and little hearts,” she continued. “It was a ridiculously huge hit and they’re hoping easy to do.” 
 
    I nodded. “They were disposable tins. If we can get the tins here fast, that’s an easy recipe, and you can make more overnight now that you’ll have the help.” 
 
      “We’re getting asked for those a lot at the bakery too. They sell out immediately. I would crank it up for us too by at least five times,” Cora informed me. 
 
    Libby took it in and shot me a side look. “You told us to always order extras and I did. We have a lot to get started, and I will make sure we get the rest.” 
 
    Meaning I needed to come to the factory and make them appear. That was fine. It wasn’t hard to get more blueberries and bananas. It might be time to buy from another farm as well. I’d have to talk to Heitor about any he knew or would recommend. 
 
    Or Isiah and Gina. If there were fishers and ranchers that were covens, I would think someone had a farm. 
 
    “I would suggest doing the same with the apricot coconut balls and the apricot and ricotta tart,” Cora added. “People have been unkind online that they can’t ever get anything and you do it intentionally for hype.” 
 
    I snorted. “I would post daily numbers of what we sell, but that would then be bragging and something else for people to bitch about.” 
 
    “True,” they both sighed. 
 
    Libby kept us on task. “Costco would also like to add the apricot and ricotta tart after seeing how popular it was. With their ricotta even if we can swing that. I think we can because we need more ricotta to do it.” 
 
    Costco basically wanted more of everything. That was the theme of the meeting. They wanted more of the blackberry swirl cheesecakes with chocolate heart crust. They wanted to order double what they originally had of Valentine’s Day cake options. 
 
    We had the raspberry pink velvet cake topped with meringue pieces and Karma Bakery sprinkle blend with the cute pearls, the chocolate fudge drip cake with fondant roses all over it, the chocolate Cherry “naked” cake with sugar pearls and Karma Bakery sprinkles, and the vanilla heart “message” cake like the candies, all kinds of messages piped on once at a Costco store. 
 
    That was four options that they had ordered a lot of… Like a lot. And they didn’t just want more, but to double what they originally ordered? 
 
    Holy crap! 
 
    “Can we do that?” I sighed. 
 
    “If we get this new Auto-Bake line in. Yes. They don’t want that many more cupcakes because they have their own. If we get the cake line in first, we’re good.” 
 
    “You need it for the bakery’s orders as well,” Cora muttered. “I know things are bad with Colton, and I hate to bring up his name, but I think you need to have an outdoor pickup party like he arranged for Christmas. The numbers are ridiculous, Arabella. Almost double Christmas.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, Libby looking just as shocked. “How?” 
 
    Cora sighed. “I think we need to figure out some way to cap ordering. We didn’t catch it at first, but someone ordered a hundred of each cake.” 
 
    I smiled. “They’re reselling them.” 
 
    “Yes, because they asked for early pickup even on the eighth. That’s almost a week in advance. They’ve got to be driving in to get them and selling them.” 
 
    “You can forget that order,” I chuckled darkly. “I’m not letting someone I’ve not worked with resell and for higher to cover their costs. No. I’ll handle it and have the twins update the website that we don’t allow such nonsense and have personally interacted with anyone who uses our products or distributes for us.” 
 
    “Good deal,” she said, sounding relieved. “So Costco doesn’t need the cupcakes, but we do,” Cora added, looking over her notes. “We’ve hit crazy numbers on each of the options.” 
 
    She told me what we had for the strawberry and Nutella frosted cupcakes with a chocolate heart and I simply blinked at her. That was almost as much as Costco had ordered. The champagne and raspberry cupcakes and chocolate-covered blueberry cupcakes, blue frosting, and chocolate-covered blueberries were just as bad. 
 
    “Anything we don’t need more of?” I drawled. 
 
    They both snorted. “No.” 
 
    We needed a lot more of the heart-shaped brownies sandwiches with raspberry buttercream that were vegan for us and Costco. The rest were only for the bakery… And the numbers were staggering. 
 
    And it wasn’t time for the cutoff yet. Two weeks before the holiday was tomorrow, but we still needed some to sell in the bakery that weren’t ordered. So yeah, we were definitely going to have to do the delivery vans again and pickup order times with tables. Unreal. 
 
    At least there was almost a full week of pickup times and we were limiting how many per day. 
 
    “We need to add more pickup days,” Cora sighed. 
 
    Or not. I sighed when she nodded.  
 
    “You were going to be closed on Thursday instead of Tuesday like normal since the 14th is on Wednesday this year, but people are asking if they can pick up their orders Thursday and Friday. They’re willing to celebrate the weekend after instead of before if they can get your treats to do it,” she explained.  
 
    “And we could use more time,” Libby muttered. “The strawberry rose tart has to be put together by hand. Fine, we have a lot of hands, but a lot were ordered. There are extra steps with the loaded cookie pie that’s heart-shaped. Plus you wanted the heart cookie sandwiches we were giving away with orders and donating to the schools who entered the Christmas contest.  
 
    “Those have to be put together before packaged. And yes, UPS is all on board being delivery elves again as long as they get a bunch for their drivers as that was apparently a huge holiday perk. The red velvet truffle brownie and raspberry and pistachio dessert loaves are easy. It’s just a lot.” 
 
    “I think it’s time to admit it always will be,” I sighed. 
 
    Our appetizers arrived and we pushed work to the side… Mostly. 
 
    “This is all delicious,” I praised the owner when he came around. All of the restaurants we were working with the owner was the head chef as well and I had no problem giving them praise. I was less inclined when it was an owner and the head chef was really the star.  
 
    I was biased given I was the owner and the star. I gave credit where it was due, but an owner who couldn’t shine on their own in culinary arts was just a business person, not the artist you complimented. Sort of like in a gallery. You might compliment the gallery owner on the showing or landing the artist, but you didn’t compliment them on the paintings. 
 
    They didn’t make them. 
 
    If the owner didn’t make the food, they didn’t get my compliments. 
 
    After we left, I found myself sitting on top of the factory staring out at the place we now used for ingredient storage and shipping out products. I was lost in my thoughts and going over what we’d discussed at dinner. 
 
    We needed to add more to our daily outputs. That was the other theme of the meeting. Everything Costco needed, so did we. We also had other items they weren’t carrying. The slab nectarine pie with heart cutouts was gone the moment we updated the totals on our website for ordering. All of it like we’d said. 
 
    And I wanted to add more. I really did. The prayers that were coming in for me since Christmas were ridiculous… But so was my enjoyment of them. 
 
    “Do you think I’m broken inside that I enjoy how many prayers I got for the supposed birth of our dear brother and the lies he told the world?” I asked when I felt someone join me. 
 
    Hades snorted. “I think that is the healthiest way to appreciate anything to do with Zeus after what he has done to us.” He was quiet for a few moments when I didn’t respond. “What are you doing up here, Sister?” 
 
    “Thinking.” I smiled at him. “Want to have some fun with me?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Do you know the covens or nests of all of your vampires?” I ignored when he slightly flinched, hating himself for what he’d done. “Hades, it wasn’t your fault and I’ve met some truly wonderful vampires over my years. I think you did this world a blessing. It’s not a cursed life and it’s their choice.” 
 
    “Zeus and the other gods do not see it that way.” 
 
    “Well, I do, and fuck them.” I smirked when he simply blinked at me. “I know, right? I like this new sassy me. I feel free in a way I never had since that curse was lifted. Fuck them. We’re us, and I’m not bending to Zeus or anyone this time.” 
 
    “I wish I had your fire. I’m too cold and uncaring to fight, but I will not lose to him either.” 
 
    “I think you are at the center of your storm like I was and that’s all you can see. I see something completely different.” I leaned over and bumped his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll have the hope for both of us, and you get to be the boss on protection this time. I didn’t protect us like I’d thought I could. So it’s your turn.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Sister.” 
 
    “I want to have fun. Let’s go see the covens.” 
 
    “I don’t know them all, but I can summon ancients who do.” 
 
    “Good.” I winked at him. “You’ll like this idea.” I went to say more but simply smiled. The old Hades would have, and I wasn’t sure how much of him was in my brother standing before me. 
 
    I wasn’t judging. There was next to nothing left of the sister he once knew. 
 
    “Why are you guys planning to have fun without me?” Poseidon whined as he revealed himself. “You can’t go back to the way things were. You two need to include me in your twosome of best friends. I want to be a part of it this time.” 
 
    “Of course, you can be,” I said immediately. “I’m sorry, love. Hades joined me, and he’s more powerful which will help now. I know you’re no slouch, but we don’t have the prayer base he does.” 
 
    “I can still help and be the pretty one,” he threw right back. 
 
    Hades shot him a dry look, but I burst out laughing. Apparently, none of us were the people we used to be… But hopefully, the love we’d had for each other would be the same—better even, and that was what mattered. 
 
    Hades brought us to one ancient and said he had need of them and then another. Once we had a third—all of whom were equally confused and nervous to be around us—we started at a nest in LA that was having issues. 
 
    I explained my plan and smiled when my brothers were amused by my antics. The nest leader was less than thrilled to be involved in “a job for pissants,” but was rightfully respectful and knew his place in life. He brought us to his three-car garage and had one of his people move his car to the driveway, gesturing I could do with it as I wanted. 
 
    “Can I channel you, Brother?” I asked Hades, nodding when he raised an eyebrow. “I could have arranged this. I said I needed you because you were more powerful.” I shrugged when he still hesitated. “I channeled Hera’s power through the crystal. I know it’s not what we’ve done, but I think we can and should try to do more as Poseidon has.” 
 
    “Do as you wish, Sister,” he said easily, clearly saying it because others were around. 
 
    Good, I wanted to push him a bit. I took his hand and, channeling his power, made loaded pallets appear of my basic chocolate chip cookie. Shaped in a heart for Valentine’s Day and with some flare of red, white, and pink candy pieces in it. 
 
    “How will you explain this to your workers?” Poseidon worried. 
 
    “That I shipped out dough to other bakeries and asked for their help in labor to donate to their local communities,” I answered with a smirk. “That they asked not to be named after two bakeries tried to burn down my bakery but wanted to help. It will be a mystery but also totally believable. Plus, the factory has so much going on it’s easy to slip these things by.” 
 
    “For now,” Poseidon muttered. 
 
    “Yes, for now, though it might be smart to set up a dummy facility somewhere that can be the explanation when I do such things.”  
 
    My brothers nodded that was smart. Another idea for another day. 
 
    Hades cleared his throat and gave me an apologetic look before addressing the coven leader. “Do not take these to a prison or something with mostly evil.” 
 
    I flinched. “Oh, I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Because you have a good heart, Sister,” Poseidon said gently. “But he is very annoyed at being forced to do something instead of seeing the blessing you have given him. I would suggest he speak with Demarcus, and another coven leader can attest to how it’s helped his people.” 
 
    We all nodded when he seemed hesitant. 
 
    “My power is karma,” I explained. “So yes, evil gets punished, but good people are rewarded. Demarcus had many in his coven who received promotions or their lives took a turn. Giving to the hospital means…” 
 
    “Helping the humans that are our food source,” he muttered. “The clinic we buy from too.” 
 
    “Yes, but if you ever cut my sister off again, you will be walking into the underworld instead of annoyed you have to deliver cookies,” Hades warned. 
 
    It was a good warning. Even I felt afraid of him in that moment, and I knew he would never hurt me. Wow, his power was terrifying and had truly changed him. 
 
    Still, it worked. I felt bad leaving Demarcus’s number since he had enough to do, but it would be beneficial in the future if people kept in contact and had a better network. 
 
    Two of the ancients wisely went ahead and handled the explanation part for us so we could move along quicker after the first. They said they would be in touch with every coven and nest in the US within two days. Also, that next time the conversations wouldn’t even be needed. 
 
    Oh, they were cheeky… But smart. They knew this was a blessing for their community and were willing to hope for more even if some of their younger leaders were more shortsighted. As long as I got the results I wanted, they could handle it however. Threat or praise, the ending should be the same for me. 
 
    As long as they didn’t take them to a prison as Hades said, though that would be somewhere I would want karma to spread most. I said as much to my brothers. 
 
    “What if you put a single cookie with karma in a large package?” Poseidon suggested. “No one would think anything then. Even if someone dropped dead, the others would be fine, and how could they tie that to bakery treats everyone eats around the damn world?” 
 
    “Well done, Brother,” Hades praised, and I agreed. That was the smartest play. We didn’t need everything done tomorrow. It was definitely something to consider for the future. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked Hades when we were done and had made a lot of cookies using his power. 
 
    He frowned but then his lips twitched. “Are you trying to cleanse my darkness by making cookies, Sister?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. Had I been doing that? Maybe. 
 
    Yes, probably, but I wouldn’t say that. 
 
    “I meant more exercising a muscle you didn’t know you had. I wouldn’t ever channel you if it could hurt you or make you feel off.” 
 
    “I am fine. Glad to help.” He kissed my cheek and wished us a good day before vanishing. 
 
    Poseidon didn’t buy my excuse. “Do you think it could cleanse him?” 
 
    “I don’t think it would hurt to try,” I admitted. “Even with his minions and more, he is a good person.” 
 
    “Is he if he’s torturing people in the underworld?” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t even have to think about it. “You don’t blame the jailer for keeping the rules. He didn’t set it up, simply handling his role. That’s like saying I’m horrible because people suffer from my power. They brought it on themselves, and Hades almost ended himself a few times trying to fix the underworld. He still cares.” 
 
    “Yes, he still cares,” Poseidon agreed. “And as long as he cares, we cannot ever give up on trying to help him.” 
 
    “On that we agree completely, Brother.” 
 
    And I was glad we did. 
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    Friday morning, the first Auto-Bake line was finished and the quick training over. I sighed in relief when the first run was a success, even baking more evenly than the ovens we had which rotated. I honestly couldn’t find a single thing wrong or difference between the cakes baked in the outside or inside row of the oven. 
 
    That was impressive and I said as much. 
 
    Andy—the human man in his 50s who had come asking for a job before he and his family became homeless—was all over it. He was knowledgeable and honestly a great addition that came knocking at my door. Plus, he’d gotten seventy-five people from his last company that he vouched for to join us. 
 
    And we needed them. 
 
    So I was all-around in good spirits, feeling less pressure on me. On top of that, my fun with the vampires was a hit on the news. People were saying I was the next wave of how to do business given I involved other bakeries instead of trying to shut people down and cut others out. 
 
    Yes, bakery pun with cutting cakes, but I appreciated the coverage. They made a stink that obviously those who set fire to my bakery were horrible all around and would have gone out of business even without me. 
 
    Even if I was the goddess of karma, my luck wasn’t all that great, and something had to crap all over my day. 
 
    “We have a situation we don’t know how to handle,” Kary said in way of greeting when I answered my phone.  
 
    I hurried outside for less ears, not much rattling my daughter, so if she was upset, that meant it was bad. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Barb Kraft is here making waves. She’s trying to out us, Mom. She’s asked people if we’re missing during the full moon, if we’ve ever told people we were children of Lycaon. That we think we’re werewolves and shit. Most are ignoring her or laughing it off, but we know her goal isn’t to get us in trouble on campus.” 
 
    “No, it’s to get the attention of other problems,” I seethed. “And she’s really stupid because it would backfire and get her dead. I’ll be right there.” I went back inside and was glad when Renee cut a glance to the office. Good, she’d heard and would tell people I was just in there handling stuff. I went there and used my power to get to the twins, cloaked so no one would see me. 
 
    I almost lost my head and ended Barb right there when I heard her. 
 
    Instead, I altered my appearance to seem like a cop and let people think they saw me walking up. “Ma’am, do we have a problem here?” 
 
    Barb turned and gave me what she thought was probably a flirty smile, but I used my power to make her feel drunk. She let out a huge laugh and looked at the twins. “There are rules about involving cops, you fucking twats.” 
 
    “In what?” Mary asked, clearly knowing it was me. “You being drunk and harassing us at school? No, that is absolutely the time to call the cops. We get it, you want the world to think we’re bitches, but maybe don’t do it when drunk off your ass.” 
 
    I saw then that several people were recording, getting something big was going on. 
 
    Barb ranted that she wasn’t drunk—obviously sounding drunk—and that they were bitches… And I was the biggest whore in the world and a cougar sniffing after her brother. The more she talked, the drunker I made her feel. 
 
    Until she puked all over herself and the ground. 
 
    Yuck. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not drunk,” I drawled. “Come on, let’s get this settled at the station.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she snapped. “Do you have any idea who I am?” 
 
    “Right now you’re drunk and disorderly, disturbing the peace, and harassing two people. So you come willingly and we handle this like adults or I cuff you and you spend some time in a cell.” I put the right amount of fear in her, sighing when she broke down crying. It worked for the video, but the last thing I wanted was a puke-covered and crying Barb Kraft. 
 
    I told people enough with the videos and to get to class. The twins got the idea and walked over to people, making them put the phones away, while I used my power to make Barb get to her feet and stumble the direction I wanted. 
 
    The moment I could manage it without too many eyes, I knocked Barb out and brought her with me to the top of my factory. I sighed, not knowing what to do now.  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t need to. 
 
    “Let’s handle this at a better setting,” Hades said. He shrugged when I did a double take. “You spoke with Kary, but Mary called me in case you couldn’t get away.” 
 
    “They have your cell number?” I asked, not able to hide my shock that he had one. 
 
    “I got one so they could reach me,” he admitted, sounding almost embarrassed. 
 
    “I love you too, Brother,” I chuckled. “How do we handle this?” 
 
    “I have a place you can use, but you have to be brutal this time. This has to stop or your daughters will have more than Zeus to worry about.” 
 
    “They already do. Don’t worry, I have no problem being harsh.” 
 
    “Good.” He brought us to a warehouse where clearly this sort of thing had happened before. He woke her up and smirked when she was afraid. 
 
    “Hades,” I muttered, snapping him out of whatever was happening to him. 
 
    He knocked her out again and turned to me. “What? I want her to suffer.” 
 
    I licked my lips and glanced between them. “I want her to suffer as well, but I worry where your drive comes from, Brother.” I waved off whatever he was going to say. “I’m angry. I’m annoyed. I want vengeance and her to stop this crap. I want to smack her around for upsetting the twins.” 
 
    “Yes, I want all of that as well, plus for how much she upsets you.” 
 
    I nodded as he spoke. “But you also looked at her like you were excited to have an excuse to torture someone. You looked a bit like the twins when I bring them to a mountain to run and they know they can hunt plus I’ll spoil them after. There is a difference.” 
 
    He glanced between Barb and me this time. “Yes, I will enjoy breaking her. This is my type of hunt just as they hunt for deer.” 
 
    “That is the line we worry about, Brother,” Poseidon said as he appeared. 
 
    Hades frowned at him. “You’ve killed many with your sea monsters and enjoyed it.” 
 
    “You’re right, I did,” Poseidon accepted, that answer appeasing Hades. “That was never okay and I’ve changed my ways. This is still different. I never used those monsters to cripple a human and enjoy I broke them. You want to break her mentally and maybe emotionally and will enjoy it.” 
 
    Yes, that was a better analogy. “I would rather make her mute for the rest of her long life as punishment. There will be a bit of smug satisfaction she got what she deserved, but it’s not the focus of this. I don’t look for reasons to break people.” 
 
    “You reacted like an addict who has the excuse to drink,” Poseidon added gently. He hurried on when anger filled Hades’s eyes. “We don’t judge you, Brother. We are not Zeus. We are worried.” 
 
    “I don’t care that you enjoy it,” I lied. “I care what comes next. I worry if you understand the difference because this is what you’ve known only.” 
 
    “Because you abandoned me to a hell not of my own creating!” Hades blasted, finally showing more than cold or detached emotion. 
 
    “I know. I know it’s my fault,” I accepted.  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Poseidon argued. 
 
    “We are all at fault,” Hades said, back to distant in a flash. “All four of us.” 
 
    “Yes, we all share responsibility,” I agreed, glad when Poseidon nodded. “That means we all need to fix what broke. I will take your criticism and assessments as well. I hope we can start communicating as siblings should instead of what we were.” 
 
    “I’d like that. I feel too lost,” Poseidon admitted which seemed to help Hades. 
 
    “Then I leave you to deal with this bitch and will simply back you,” Hades said after a moment, moving away from Barb even.  
 
    I mentally let out a breath of relief. Poseidon had hit the nail on the head pretty well. Hades had looked like a drug addict ready for his next fix… Of misery. That wasn’t an okay drug, and I wanted to help my brother recover. 
 
    I felt like Poseidon and I could as long as we stood together. 
 
    Hopefully, at least. 
 
    “I’ll get her family,” I told them before appearing where Mrs. Kraft was. Luckily, she was alone, so I made myself visible to her. “Barb went to my daughters’ college and outed them as children of Lycaon.” 
 
    “What?” she gasped. “Barb would never cross that line.” 
 
    “She did and people videoed it. She tried to have my daughters killed if people found out, but she is a moron because any knowledge of that will—” 
 
    “Backfire, and people will think she is one of them.” 
 
    I ground my jaw and adjusted my neck. “Interrupt me again and you will not like the consequences.” 
 
    She flinched and went one further, sliding off the couch to kneel before me. “Forgive me, goddess. I forgot in my—I still see you as the witch I wanted to be friends with. I apologize.” 
 
    “I understand and one day, maybe we can be friends. I am with Gina, but she knows the time and place. Right now your family risked mine. Again. I cannot let this go.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill her,” she rasped. “Please, I beg you, goddess.” 
 
    “No, I won’t, because I care for Jamie, but this ends. If nothing else, I don’t have time for these sorts of issues when I have piles already and where my focus needs to be.” I let out a slow breath when she nodded. “Gather your family and quickly.” I snorted when she lifted her head and was confused. “She’s with my brothers right now and Hades wants to handle punishing her.” 
 
    I’d never seen Mrs. Kraft move so fast. She dove across the sofa and grabbed her phone from the table.  
 
    It actually annoyed me. I was a god too. Why did Hades and Poseidon get those sorts of reactions and I was interrupted? 
 
    Then again, I never wanted to be feared like that, simply respected more. 
 
    Another problem for another day. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “Oh, and you will need to make a statement to the media. Fast.” 
 
    She sighed, nodding as she finished up with her husband. 
 
    They couldn’t all get to her house fast enough, but I made sure they were all somewhere I could easily grab them from… While trying not to fume how many that included. 
 
    Hades and Poseidon shared a look when I arrived back with Mr. and Mrs. Kraft, Jamie… And a bunch of the aunts and uncles and cousins. 
 
    I tried to play it off, saying I was fine with their entire family tree seeing Barb get her punishment. Jamie’s pushy uncle opened his mouth but before he could even say anything, he was chained up a bit away from Barb and silenced. 
 
    “That man is a piece of shit,” Poseidon defended. “He showed you no respect and it irks us. The twins say he refused to be part of the tribute you were given.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not sure I even registered that there was tribute given or what it was. I’ve been rather busy.” I gestured to Barb as if that said it all. I woke her up and she started screaming when she saw me, saying the most hateful things and how she would make sure priests killed me when they raped me next time. 
 
    I was worried about Hades and Poseidon reacting, but someone else did first. 
 
    Jamie. 
 
    He backhanded Barb across the face with all he had, stunning everyone there. 
 
    Myself included. 
 
    “You are not my sister anymore,” Jamie declared, his voice cracking through his rage. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want a pathetic brother like you anyways,” she said, spitting blood on the ground. “You pick a piece of ass tramp over family. That makes you—” 
 
    “I’m done because you pick yourself over everything else, everyone else, Barb!” he roared, again shocking everyone. He gestured to his family. “Do you have any fucking idea what position you’ve put us in? Again? Mom was begging for Arabella not to kill you. It’s because of me that she won’t. Do you get that?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have it in her and couldn’t handle the hell it would rain on her,” Barb taunted. 
 
    “Child, I could wipe out your entire bloodline without lifting a fucking finger and sleep fine tonight,” I drawled. I shrugged when my brothers shot me a look. “Yes, yes, I swore. Deal with it. She fucking pisses me off. I made it so most of the children of Lycaon couldn’t procreate. But she doesn’t believe that and she’s the genius here and the others are fools.” 
 
    “We told you that we’re not,” Mrs. Kraft growled at Barb. “We can sense her power. Even if you do not believe her, believe us.” She pointed at Hades. “And have some fucking self-preservation, or the actual Hades will walk you into the underworld today.” 
 
    “Mom, they’re lying to you.” 
 
    “She’s never going to stop if she doesn’t believe,” Hades sighed. “This is pointless, Sister.” 
 
    “I agree. Kill her and be done with it,” Poseidon echoed. 
 
    Jamie shook his head. “Do what you need to.” He growled when his parents argued. “The twins are in danger because of Barb. What would you do if someone outed Barb and me as wolves while being filmed? Someone sent me what’s on YouTube and it’s bad. You would kill them and clean up the mess. Do not even lie to me right now.” 
 
    “We would, but please don’t kill our baby girl,” Mr. Kraft begged, finally getting how real this was. “Please, I beg you.” He snarled at Barb when she opened her mouth again. “Shut the fuck up. You will be the end of our family, you selfish, selfish girl! Care about us half as much as we care for you.” 
 
    “She never will and that’s why I’m done,” Jamie whispered, meeting Barb’s angry gaze. “I went to you and asked you to stop this. I begged you as a brother to leave it. Even if you didn’t believe it, we did, so leave it. I care about Arabella. I want to be with her. I fucking work for her now and it’s my dream job, Barb. I’m so fucking happy after like two weeks.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Barb growled. “She’s fucking other men and I can’t allow that. It’s better that you get your heart broken now than embarrassed for—” 
 
    “Don’t lie in front of us, dog,” Hades purred as he smirked at her. “You’re jealous. You’re dripping with jealousy. You want everything Arabella has, including multiple suitors. You have none because you’re annoying, stupid, and a trashy dog. So do not lie what this is about when your life is on the line.” 
 
    Jamie looked between them. “You know for sure?” He flinched when all three of us nodded. 
 
    “You would too if the room wasn’t filled with the scents of too many other emotions,” I added. “This isn’t about saving you. It’s about her jealousy. Even over the idea the twins are truly children of Lycaon and she’s not. That she believes. Just not in us.” I gestured to the three of us. 
 
    “But I can make her believe,” Hades chuckled darkly. 
 
    “No trips to the underworld,” I argued. 
 
    “She deserves it,” Poseidon defended, shrugging when I shot him a look that he wasn’t helping. “I adore my nieces, Sister. We both do. We adore you and she is a threat.” 
 
    “I have another way,” Hades interjected. 
 
    I flinched as he opened a portal to the underworld. Poseidon had about the same reaction, but we were able to curb it. I didn’t understand what was going on until a woman who looked just like an older, beaten-up, and exhausted Mrs. Kraft appeared. 
 
    “Do you recognize this woman?” Hades asked. 
 
    “That’s my grandmother,” Jamie whispered. “She died seven years ago.” 
 
    “She did and walked into the underworld,” Hades said. He focused on Barb. “Would you believe her?” 
 
    “How are you here, Mother?” Mrs. Kraft choked out. “No one can come back from the underworld.” 
 
    “Not unless a deal is made,” Hades purred. “This is what you brought on your family, dog. My sister won’t kill you for this, but your grandmother has agreed to be one of mine instead of simply living in the underworld.” 
 
    “Please, no,” Mrs. Kraft begged, dropping to her knees. “Please, she will never—” She couldn’t finish what she was saying, choking out a sob. 
 
    I would back my brother on anything, but we were going to have words after this. The grandmother was a clean soul. She didn’t deserve this. 
 
    But it was her choice. 
 
    “May I, Master?” she asked Hades. 
 
    “You may,” he agreed. 
 
    She went over to Mrs. Kraft and knelt as well, hugging her. “Shhhh, it’s okay. I accepted it. Barb is young and can change. My time is over and I accept this.” 
 
    “This is a trick,” Barb whispered, her voice shaky. 
 
    “Still you don’t believe,” the grandmother chuckled darkly, standing and helping her daughter stand so Mr. Kraft could take over. “Child, you’re being stubborn to be stubborn, nothing more.” 
 
    Clearly, Barb had heard that before because she flinched. 
 
    I sighed when Renee texted me that I was needed back. “I have to handle the factory. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “You trust me not to kill her?” Hades asked, amusement in his cold tone. 
 
    I met his challenging gaze. “You are one of the only people I would trust with my soul. So yes. Of course, I do. I trust you with my daughters after all.” I waited until he acknowledged that and went back to the factory. 
 
    I was needed to sign things and I apologized for making them wait, lying that a call with getting ingredients got heated. It took no more than ten minutes and then they immediately got started on the second line. 
 
    What magic had Jamie made happen to get this so fast? 
 
    Probably the PR of saying we used them. 
 
    When I arrived back, Barb was crying and begging forgiveness from her grandmother. 
 
    “At least the idiot finally believes,” Poseidon drawled. 
 
    “Lovely,” I purred. “Let’s get started on the punishment then.” 
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    “What fucking punishment?” Barb screeched. “She’s damned forever because of you, bitch.” 
 
    I made a whip appear and hit her in the back. “Please, keep disrespecting me, a god, and I will have every reason to do this forever.” I healed her and smirked. “Because I can.” 
 
    Just to make sure she really understood that, I whipped her five more times and then healed her once she was sobbing. 
 
    And I changed her shirt to something open back. I’d destroyed it and her bra by hitting her. I wasn’t trying to have her naked and—that would be too triggering for me, and I shot a look at my brothers that said as much. I was glad when Poseidon waved for the whip then so they understood. 
 
    “It’s not the whipping,” I explained. “I can’t have her stripped and restrained. That would trigger me.” 
 
    “Good,” Barb spat out. 
 
    “For the love of everything, shut up, Barb!” her mother begged. “You are lucky she is kind and not punishing us as your parents.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t,” Barb chuckled. 
 
    “No, but we would,” Poseidon drawled. He waved his hand and a tank appeared full of water… With her parents in it. “Now they are in my domain. I’m within my right to do what I want the moment any of you are in water and my sister can’t interfere. Right, Sister?” 
 
    “Yes.” I trusted he was making a point, but he was also absolutely correct. 
 
    She stared at me, clearly playing chicken as her parents were trapped underwater. Her grandmother was begging for mercy and others in the family were upset as well. 
 
    “Fine!” Barb bellowed. 
 
    “Fine, what?” Poseidon drawled.  
 
    “Fine, I don’t want her triggered from her rape,” she answered. “Now let them go!” 
 
    “This bitch…” Poseidon looked at the end of his rope. “We have been disrespected more than any soul has, Sister. Please let me just kill them all.” 
 
    The grandmother snatched the whip from my hand and let it fly at Barb. “If you kill my daughter to be trapped in the underworld, I will curse you for eternity! I gave myself to Hades to save you, and you can’t even apologize to help your parents? What kind of monster are you? Where is the little girl I loved?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Barb cried as her grandmother kept going. “I’m sorry. I won’t keep saying shit about her. I’m sorry. Don’t let them die. Please!” 
 
    I let out a slow breath when Poseidon pulled them out. Mr. Kraft had already gone unconscious, but my brother used his power to revive them. 
 
    Barb maybe really started to get it when her parents thanked us for having mercy. She seemed shocked, and it was as if I saw her brain start putting it together that this was really real and she was in shit. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “Fucking twat,” Hades grumbled, shrugging when I tried to smother a chuckle. “This is ridiculous. Do you remember when that woman insulted you because her husband lusted after you?” 
 
    “Which one?” I drawled. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Poseidon snickered. 
 
    “The first one, and her family cut out her tongue and offered it to you while begging forgiveness. They brought the best offerings to your temple for years after. They were merchants?” 
 
    I nodded. “The finest material of the time for my robes. I shared with you both. Zeus took a bunch for the psychopath.” 
 
    “They never reached her,” Poseidon chuckled. “He gave them to one of his whores. Hera was furious.” 
 
    “I’m sure that was one of the many things she blamed on me.” 
 
    “She did,” Hades confirmed. “Zeus blamed you that you liked that woman better and gave it to her. Hera believed that instead of what was right in front of her eyes. Her hating you kept him out of trouble. He blamed you for everything after you left.” 
 
    “Of course, he did,” I whispered, my heart hurting. He set me up in so many ways that he was just as much to blame for what was done to me as Hera was. I brought the conversation back to the humans who insulted me and what their families had done to ask my forgiveness. 
 
    That was actually a bright topic than Hera and Zeus. 
 
    Life was completely relative some days. 
 
    It was about twenty minutes into that when we realized that everyone else had gone quiet and was staring at us with a range of looks. I simply shrugged. What did they really expect? Life to have been kind and easy in ancient times? 
 
    When had that ever been life on this planet, present or past? 
 
    I sighed and went over to Barb’s parents. “The videos have more than circulated now, and one of you will make a public statement. You are sorry for the trouble Barb’s caused and realized her drinking was much more of a problem than you thought. She will be entering rehab and getting the help she clearly needs.” 
 
    “Shut up,” the grandmother snapped, whipping Barb before I could even see what happened. 
 
    “She opened her mouth,” Poseidon chuckled. 
 
    Fair enough. Nothing good would have come out of her mouth. I glanced at her with a hard gaze. “Yes, this is part of your punishment but also to protect you, dipshit.” I nodded. “You went out in public and ranted about the children of Lycaon. Yes, you wanted to get Mary and Kary busted, but people would ask how you knew about them.” 
 
    Her face went pale—or that was possibly the whippings, but at least paler so I could see it—understanding how much she’d fucked up. 
 
    “You put us all in danger,” Mrs. Kraft confirmed. “That’s what we were saying, idiot. It’s not simply the gods are here, but the world. So yes, you are going to rehab, and I will keep you locked up until you change. I will not risk the others I love, my other child, for the one who cares nothing for us.” 
 
    Too bad it took them so long to handle this. 
 
    “Sister, they need an excuse for you,” Poseidon muttered. “The campus security has made a statement they didn’t take the twat into custody and so has Boston PD.” 
 
    “Shit,” I growled, everyone is so in touch with each other it makes cleaning things up difficult. 
 
    “An off-duty cop visiting family who goes there did our family a service and brought her home without charges,” one of her cousins suggested. He walked over to Poseidon and asked for the phone. He squinted and did something with the screen. “You didn’t wear a nameplate and I can’t clearly make out the badge. If we say that, people should stop looking.” 
 
    “Smart,” Poseidon praised. “Fine, this one and Jamie can live, but I think we get rid of the rest of them.” He pointed to Jamie’s asshole uncle. “At least him. He’s full of rage and retribution.” 
 
    “I will handle my brother, I swear it,” Jamie’s dad quickly cut in. “I can. Please. This will not become an ongoing problem with our family.” 
 
    “Father, we will beat your ass if you do,” that same cousin said firmly. “And you know we can take you no matter your bluster. You are not going to be signing checks we have to cash like Barb has been.” He shook his head when the man clearly wanted to argue but was gagged, looking at Jamie. “Is there another job there? Seriously, fuck this shit and family.” 
 
    Jamie chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    But I had another idea. “Can you help me reinvent Poseidon’s identity? I want him to be some silent investor in tech giants and he made so much money machines can’t count that high, but now he wants to save the environment, the oceans and waters specifically. We can donate anonymously to nonprofits he runs and build wells, clean up that mess in Michigan—all of it.” 
 
    The guy’s father tried to yell around his gag, but the guy ignored him. 
 
    “Yes. If you have the—I can’t believe I’m talking of laundering money for a god, but yes. I can figure out how to convert gold or—” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t tech but diamonds?” Poseidon asked me. “Wouldn’t that be easier?” 
 
    “No, blood diamonds and all of that are hated,” I muttered. “What about that metal for technology? You found some big ore vein of… Something?” 
 
    “It would be better if you diversified his portfolio,” Jamie offered. “People know each other, and the world isn’t as small as we think.” 
 
    “We could just put it in the ground,” I suggested. “I have land going back a long time. Or buy some that’s never been looked at, somewhere people don’t look at.” 
 
    “Yes, but if you put it in a place not well regulated or already in trouble like the rainforest, you will have everyone evil digging the place up looking for more,” Jamie worried. 
 
    “I like this one,” Hades declared, giving Jamie a hard look. “I thought he was a passive boy, but he simply doesn’t bark like the other idiots of his family. I still think Demarcus is your best fit, but I approve of you being with this one too.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I drawled, leaning in and bumping his shoulder to take the sting out of my sarcasm.  
 
    After some back and forth and debate, Mrs. Kraft was going to be the one to make the statement. I used my power to change her into an outfit I’d seen her wear before and appear all cleaned up. 
 
    “We’ve got a bit of a time problem here before it blows up worse,” I reminded people. 
 
    Our debate had been somewhat pointless as there was already media outside of their house. I sent all of the family back to where they had been besides Mr. Kraft. I wanted him to hear this last part. 
 
    “You will whip her for every insult she gave my sister,” Hades informed Barb’s grandmother. “Ten times over.” 
 
    “She will not survive that,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Fine, a thousand lashings,” Hades specified. “And I will come heal her in between so she does survive. But the last whippings I will not let heal and scar her so she never thinks to start problems with our family again.” He raised an eyebrow when Barb opened her mouth to argue. “They can be scars on your back or face, dog.” 
 
    “Back,” she whispered, shivering. “Thank you for your mercy.” 
 
    “And my sister’s because we want you dead,” Hades bit out. 
 
    She swallowed and it looked like it was a bitter, shit flavor even before she met my gaze. “Thank you for not letting them kill me. I’m sorry and I don’t deserve your mercy.” 
 
    “You don’t, but your brother and mother don’t deserve to suffer your loss. Know that is the only reason I’ve done this, but if you ever even look at the twins funny again, I don’t care if I’m married to Jamie—I will end you. My daughters don’t deserve what you did either.” 
 
    “I already have minions tailing them and ready to get them out should other problems arise,” Hades told me before I could even ask for help. 
 
    “You’re worried Zeus or Hera will try something,” I muttered. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I felt your magic on them, Sister.” 
 
    I waved that off. “They always have that in case of a problem. We’ve had to use it many times to get them out of tricky situations.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for loving them.” 
 
    He snorted. “They have your charm and beauty and an innocence you strive to protect no matter how old they are.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, they do. A love for life we were not made with.” I smiled. “You should come see them run with us on the mountain we like soon. It will heal part of your soul to see something so basic and yet beautiful.” 
 
    “We will gladly accept the invite,” Poseidon said before Hades could say anything. 
 
    “I have to get back,” I said once I sent Mr. Kraft back. “Thank you for the support. Both of you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Hades nodded to Barb’s grandmother and left. 
 
    And I brought Poseidon to my factory. “He’s testing us.” 
 
    “You think?” Poseidon hedged. 
 
    “Yes. He’s trying to prove that he’s too far gone and fill in his own conclusions that we cannot love him anymore. No matter what he does, he’s testing us, and do not give up on him.” 
 
    “He made your suitor’s grandmother his minion, Sister,” he said sadly. 
 
    I sighed, scratching my head as I stared out at the night. “There has to be something to that. She might be his minion but she wasn’t tortured first. She was given the real choice. Sacrificed herself for her family.” I blinked at him a moment. “Maybe that is the answer, Brother.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How we fix the underworld. She doesn’t go into the same category. She gave herself to Hades and sacrificed herself. Maybe that can make her be the first of a new place?” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it. “Anything is possible I suppose. I was sure you were gone and you are not only alive, but came back to us. We stood together against Zeus. I have a new hope that maybe we can correct the past and be better.” 
 
    “I have the same hope. We simply have to hang onto that for Hades.” 
 
    He sighed. “We owe him that for letting him suffer in the underworld. We should have fought and put Zeus there.” 
 
    “No, that would have given him all of the power and allowed him to become more horrible than he is.” 
 
    Poseidon didn’t reply for a moment. “I think we could have figured out how to split the souls so some went to a paradise, and that would have been more of them than the underworld. We could have let some suffer there for a bit for what they did, but so many don’t deserve the fate they got.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    What else was there to say? We had no idea what would really have happened. 
 
    Poseidon left and then I appeared back in the factory’s office and acted like I was going home for the day. I drove home for real so I had time to think. By the time I arrived at the bakery, the statement was out about Barb and her rehab and people seemed satisfied with that. The theories were almost as wild as the truth. 
 
    Like she was abducted and would be on porn sites soon. Could people please be more clever? Then again, the world was that terrifying.  
 
    There was no tasting that night because the Super Bowl was Sunday and we had orders for even that coming out of our ears. I wasn’t sure why when we weren’t really doing anything all that fancy or fun. 
 
    Then again, the local team was playing, so that was probably most of the crazy. We were selling the red, white, and blue cupcakes faster than I thought we would on 4th of July.  
 
    But those wouldn’t have football quins on them. 
 
    We did everything super simple because we were swamped with Valentine’s Day, and people seemed to accept that. 
 
    While everyone was distracted with getting ready for the dinner rush, I went upstairs to check how we were fairing. I filled the fridges and freezers up there before loading up a few carts like I was simply moving them downstairs. Then I adjusted the totals so they were accurate with what I’d added. That would give us extra breathing room and the extras we would need. 
 
    If not, everyone loved food bonuses.  
 
    Then I went upstairs and changed before coming back down to help with the delivery from the factory that should be arriving if not already here. I swallowed a yelp when I went outside and instead of a Karma Bakery van, I found Colton leaning against the building. 
 
    “Seriously? This is what we are now? You lurking in the damn alley after what happened to me here?” 
 
    He flinched. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that. I know it wasn’t long ago, but it feels like years have passed. I just knew the delivery was coming about now and I needed to tell you something.” 
 
    “Something I really need to know or you just want an excuse to talk to me?” I shot right back. 
 
    “Both.”  
 
    I sighed and waved him to go ahead. “Fine, say your piece.” 
 
    “Can we not stand in this alley then if it upsets you?” 
 
    I nodded, wondering why the delivery wasn’t already here. I ducked back inside to get my jacket and Hayden informed me the delivery was running ten minutes late because they got stuck behind an accident. That was fine since we had them coming earlier than needed. 
 
    I told them I was stepping out but would be around before heading back out to Colton. 
 
    “I heard what happened with Barb,” he muttered as we walked down the alley. 
 
    “I’m not discussing things with you like that,” I said coldly. 
 
    “I just wanted to say I’m sorry she targeted the twins and I hope it’s over.” He let out a shaky breath. “First what I need to tell you, but when I’m done, don’t pop away, okay? I need to talk to you about something else even if it’s personal. It’s not about me.” 
 
    His mother. I could feel his worry pulsing basically. I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Thank you. This thing with the woman who was trying to record you, her father wanted her to spy on you. I think you should let it go.” 
 
    “Why? You were the one pushing to go hard on the last traitor.” 
 
    “Yes, because she was an idiot, and showing the peons they won’t be protected is smart. This is different. This guy isn’t a small fry but a big shark.” 
 
    I stopped walking and turned to face him. “Bigger than Moran? Why would I care this time?” 
 
    “No, not bigger than Moran, but with more reach than just Boston.” He sighed when I waved him on. “He’s planning to do a smear campaign that it’s all your fantasy and it’s all about you wanting to always be the victim. Other bakeries are trying to kill you, you were attacked—basically it’s too much to be believable.” 
 
    “Moran was trying something similar. Why care this time?” I wasn’t questioning him so much as I didn’t understand.  
 
    Plus, I didn’t trust him as I used to. 
 
    “Because this could affect the Costco deal. If he pushes, I think Costco would pick you, but it’s bad press when you don’t need the eyes. You just got rid of the fucking reporters here and—it’s the timing. If you are always in focus people will start to think you are the problem, not everyone else. We both know that a small fire can turn on a dime.” 
 
    I nodded but then it hit me. “He has people in his pocket? Like in the news.” 
 
    “Yes, nationally. It could become some boycott that Costco won’t want to deal with because you were attacking his daughter when she’s vulnerable after losing her job and—it’s all bullshit, but bullshit sells papers and ad space.” 
 
    I snorted. That was the damn truth even if I hated it. “So what do you suggest?” 
 
    “He immediately went on the defensive and sold out his daughter. If it were me, I would accept his lie that she did it on her own, say that children do strange things to try and win their parents’ approval, but he needs to say it loudly for all of the people in his orbit and that work for him that he doesn’t want them to be so unethical and to leave you alone.” 
 
    “So when he tries something later, it’s clear he’s targeting me, not some chance thing.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed after a few moments. “Talk to the twins and they can put out a statement for me. Now what is the personal thing?” 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “My mom didn’t know who you were at the ball.” He shook his head when I scoffed at him. “My father did, yes, of course he did. She did not. She thought you were a witch I was working with on the elder’s orders. She didn’t know, Arabella. She wasn’t allowed to know.” 
 
    That I could actually believe. 
 
    “When did she find out?” 
 
    “When I blew up at my father a week later. She didn’t believe it though. Not at first. She believed me though. When she even came to help for Halloween, she didn’t believe yet.” 
 
    “Fine, I can check all of this with her. Why bring this up?” 
 
    “She’s not doing well. Even if my father ended up—she loved him. I went off the rails. She’s—the elders pulled her in—” 
 
    “I know. Your aunt too.” 
 
    He did a double take. “You know?” 
 
    “I know,” I confirmed, making it clear to let it go. 
 
    But he didn’t, obviously figuring out I wasn’t going to leave it alone. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So you want me to check in on Nicole? That’s what you’re asking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’ll do it for her. Not you. Now leave.” 
 
    He let out a shaky breath and walked towards the street. He stopped and half turned back to me. “If I could change what happened, I would. I didn’t realize how much it would matter to you. I would have waited until you figured it out. The sole reason I revealed myself was because I worried how them showing up would trigger you. I couldn’t see you hurt anymore.” 
 
    “Even if you weren’t his descendant, you never should have touched me when you know how things were so entangled and your elders want me to be their pet goddess.” 
 
    He frowned, fully looking at me over his shoulder. “What the fuck does that matter when you can handle them like you do a rude customer? They’re not a threat to you. If they were, that would be completely different. They’re nothing but an annoyance to you. They’re a threat to me, and I cared enough about you to try to be with you anyways.” 
 
    I felt a bit small when he said it like that. Things weren’t that simple, but at least I understood where his idiot brain was. 
 
    A threat was still a threat. It didn’t matter always the depth of it. It was still scary even if they didn’t have the power to make it happen. Sometimes that was worse because then you knew they were crazy. Moran made threats thinking he could hurt me and didn’t have the full picture. 
 
    Colton’s elders did, and he thought they underestimated me or didn’t have the full picture. They knew enough to gag him and more so either they were smarter than he knew and hiding something, or they were stupid fanatics who could be more dangerous. 
 
    I didn’t have Colton’s faith because I didn’t know my adversary. He did, so it made more sense why he would dismiss them. 
 
    He realized I wasn’t going to reply and faced the street and walked off.  He must have been upset and distracted because just as he stepped into the street a van came barreling around the corner. 
 
    And headed right for him. 
 
    Too close for him to get out of the way 
 
    I moved before I even realized it, using my power to appear behind him and pushed him out of the way. I didn’t do anything to the van though as I didn’t know who was around us. I let it hit me and had a thought as I went flying. 
 
    They accelerated after the turn. They were aiming for Colton. 
 
    I landed hard but was immediately on my feet, my power healing me almost instantly. 
 
    Colton was on the ground in shock, staring at me with fear so thick I could almost touch it. 
 
    The van door flew open and a man got out. 
 
    No, not a man—a priest. 
 
    One of those asshole descendants I’d sent away to an icy mountain. 
 
    He tried for Colton, but I froze him. 
 
    “Handle the van and make sure no cameras caught this,” I said to Colton. He was still in shock though, so I went over to him and helped him to stand. “Colton! Snap out of it. I’m sorry, but we have to move.” 
 
    “Right yeah.” 
 
    And then he kissed me. 
 
    I pushed him away. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You saved me. You do still care.” 
 
    “Shut up, idiot,” I growled, shoving him towards the van. “I don’t want you dead. That’s—don’t kiss me. You touching me makes me ill.” I didn’t say anything else and grabbed the priest, bringing him to where he’d been. 
 
    I smirked when I found the others there, freezing them as well. “Any of you come near me or my life again, this will be your fate. So run far and live out your days away from me.” 
 
    And then I liquified the priest’s insides. The horror that filled the room was thick. 
 
    Good. 
 
    He dropped with a sickening, squishy thud when I unfroze them. 
 
    “And no more magic for all of you. I warned you and you didn’t listen.” I held out my hand and stripped them of their powers, making them human. 
 
    Human with a human lifespan. That was the punishment for being in on the plan even if they hadn’t been driving the van. 
 
    “Now get the fuck out of my city and don’t come back. You are in my realm, children. I can find you any time, any place, so be far from me or you are next.” I stared each of them down. “Do any of you still think you can pull one over on me or lead me around by my nose?” 
 
    I chuckled when one pissed himself. Glad they were at least smart enough to be scared. 
 
    But no, none of them thought they could anymore.  
 
    I thought of still killing them but after forcing them to tell me the truth, I learned none of them had children or any siblings. One had a few distant cousins but the cult part of their bloodline was only son to son and normally an asshole tricking a woman to have their baby. Then raise it until they were old enough to start having magic. 
 
    Then the monster abducted the child and started their training and brainwashing. It was honestly sad and I partially pitied them. No one deserved that. 
 
    “Be free of this insanity or you will join my brother in the underworld.” I left, done and done with them and that part of my life. 
 
    I found Colton sitting in the van in his company’s renovated parking garage near the bakery. Clearly, he was still in shock. 
 
    “They were going to kill me. Run me over.” 
 
    “Yes.” I saw no reason to deny it. “He’s dead. The others have been stripped of their powers and are now human.” 
 
    “Who did that?” he asked. He did a double take when I snickered. “You did? For me?” 
 
    “Because they’re fucking psycho.” 
 
    “So is Barb,” he threw right back. 
 
    “That situation is vastly different and mostly because Barb doesn’t want to puppet me and abuse me.” I waved off whatever he was going to say and yanked him out of the van. “Are you fine to get home? Good. Have a few drinks.” 
 
    I made the van turn into nothing so there was no evidence even if someone saw it full-on. I was fine. Colton was fine and anyone would have a hard time explaining that. 
 
    That seemed to always be the best defense when things went wrong. 
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    Jamie was helping unload the delivery from the factory when I got back to the bakery. He looked like a puppy waiting to be scolded but also really frustrated from what I was getting off of him. 
 
    He did a double take when he saw me, clearly knowing something was up but wouldn’t say it in front of others. He finished with what he was carrying and then came back out and picked up a large box of something. “It’s my favorite when I’m upset. Can we eat in your apartment and talk?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that and then saw the box was loaded with bags of Taco Bell.  
 
    Um, okay then. 
 
    I checked with everyone that things were fine and we went inside, the short elevator ride up way more tense than I liked after what just happened.  
 
    “Can I stay with you?” Jamie blurted once we were in my apartment.  
 
    I slowly turned and blinked at him. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    He let out a huff and adjusted his neck. “No, I’m sorry. I did this—I’m all over the place.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’ve had a very rough day. I’m sorry you have too. Whatever is going on, I will fix it or handle it. I promise. So don’t be so worried and let’s sit and talk.” 
 
    “You’re seriously the best girlfriend I’ve ever had,” he muttered, stealing a quick peck before moving into my living room. 
 
    “Table, please. Taco Bell is too messy,” I corrected. Then what he said hit me. “I’m your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Of course,” he hedged. “We’re not just friends who have dates now. We’ve… We’re more. You’re my girlfriend. You might be involved with others, but you’re my special person.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat and felt like the young girl I’d never really been. “Okay.” 
 
    He beamed at me and I felt younger too. “Okay. Cool.” 
 
    We sat down and I listened to him fill me in on everything that happened since I’d seen him. Barb might have accepted everything, but she had also “snitched” about a lot to her grandmother and didn’t paint the full picture. Part of it was flat-out lying and his grandmother had believed her. He was devastated.  
 
    He had been destroyed when she’d died and now he got to see her and she sided with Barb when she was lying. 
 
    “That woman seemed sharp,” I hedged. “I would guess—or maybe hope—that she’s leading Barb into tripping up and showing she’s lying.” 
 
    “That would be nice, but she could have told me,” he grumbled. “I know, my upset would sell it, but like I don’t—enough with the fucking games and bullshit.” 
 
    “I could not agree more,” I drawled. “What else?” 
 
    I listened to him tell me more about his asshole uncle. The man was pissed at Jamie and blamed him for his son “turning on him.”  
 
    And apparently, the man owned Jamie’s apartment building. 
 
    Oh, and he was threatening to toss him out, the lease agreement be damned. Jamie didn’t want to fight it and wanted to just put most of his stuff in storage and stay with me a bit. Mostly because his family would be stupid to try and start shit with him at my place and he needed that. He could crash with Colton, but he was mad at the warlock for hurting me. 
 
    Plus, it was a shitty situation but also amazing because he had a valid reason to get closer to me if I was nice… And I was always nice. 
 
    He said it so earnestly that I didn’t want to burst his bubble, but I needed to. 
 
    “Yes, you can stay with me as long as you need,” I said first. 
 
    Then I told him about what happened with Colton and how I’d liquified a man earlier just before seeing him and I felt nothing. 
 
    “You’re still always nice,” he defended. “You didn’t torture him—” 
 
    “I am and have your sister,” I reminded him. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Are you just going to cherry-pick with parts of things to try and prove to me you’re some kind of monster? You’re not, so close your lush lips and let me talk a bit.” 
 
    “You’re wearing your sassy pants,” I grumbled, both of us knowing there was no malice in my tone at all. 
 
    “You didn’t torture him for fun before killing him. You’re doing it to Barb because—well, first, she deserves it. Completely. And so you don’t have to kill her. Don’t compare apples to oranges, and you are nice to people who deserve it. Even people you’re not sure if they deserve it.” He cleared his throat and actually scooted his chair closer. “Will you tell me things now that I know?” 
 
    “Oh, you have a lot of questions, huh?” 
 
    “Gobs,” he admitted. “So much is legend and other is—I just—my brain explodes, you know?” 
 
    “No, it’s always been my life,” I chuckled darkly. “And yes, we can talk about things, but I’d like to skip it tonight. I… Seeing them again was very…” I wasn’t sure how to say it so I ate my burrito. He’d grabbed a lot of food for me as well and I appreciated the sweet gesture. I tried to shake off my mood, but I couldn’t. 
 
    “Hey, I’m here, and I wouldn’t ever push you. I was just curious. I’m curious about you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Truly.” I thought of how I wanted to say what I was feeling. “Can we wait on some of that? Colton—I thought I could finally be free of people knowing what I am by being involved with you and Colton. It all went so wrong.” 
 
    “Are you mad I’m a wolf?” 
 
    “No, but it does explain how you get away with things the twins do,” I drawled, winking at him to let him know I was teasing. “I just want to be Jamie and Arabella as much as we can even with everything out there.” I gestured to the far wall as if that made sense. 
 
    “I like it.” He blew out a harsh breath. “I don’t know what to do. I hurt. I feel betrayed and also furious. I’m so pissed at Barb. I thought she really heard me and loved me enough that—we might not get along or even like each other, but she’s my sister. Shouldn’t she be on my side? How could she set me up to fail or try to—her issues were more important than me.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that pain well and it never goes away,” I admitted, my next bite going down like dirt when I swallowed it. “I truly loved Zeus even with his flaws and ego. I did. I saw the possibility of him becoming the brother and person I knew he could. Instead of wanting that too and a life with us, he destroyed so much because he was selfish.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly how I feel.” 
 
    I leaned over and rubbed his arm. “You’re not the only one—we’re not the only ones who have experienced that. It’s sad but true. I’m here if you want to talk. Tonight, go pack a few bags and I will find a place to stash all of your belongings so no one does anything else to you.” I frowned. “Actually, ask Colton if he’s got a covered area and I’ll hide it from sight until you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks, Arabella. Really. I know this is a bit much, but I just… I knew you would care enough to help and tell me what to do.” 
 
    “You’re taking care of me too. You might like the job, but we both know you wanted it originally because you saw me drowning.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone,” he teased, winking at me this time. 
 
    It was sexy when he did it. Jamie was a stunning man with shorter black hair that stuck up like he’d been doing naughty things in bed when not perfectly styled. I fell into his alluring amber eyes whenever he looked at me. His voice was deep but soft at the same time, and everything about him was gentle.  
 
    Most importantly, gentle with me. 
 
     I gave him the alarm code and key to get into the bakery and my apartment. I gave him a quick kiss and promised I’d be back as soon as I handled some things. 
 
    “Can I be demanding?” he hedged. 
 
    I studied him and saw he was trusting me. I sensed he was practically shaking inside and used to no one putting what he needed as their priority. “Whatever you need, love.” 
 
    He beamed at me and it made me feel cleansed of my day the way Hades’s bright smile used to make me feel. “That amazing huge cake with all the fruit and layers and chocolate—can we have one? I just need… That.” 
 
    I made three appear and told him good luck finding room in the fridge, but he could also take one down to the others to share as a reward. 
 
    “Even better. Spread the happy,” he said easily. 
 
    Yeah, I liked having Jamie in my life.  
 
    On the note of spreading the happy, I made another materialize and appeared in front of Nicole Knight… Only to find her sauced and in a state I would never think to see her in. 
 
    “What is it with you and your son trying to kill yourselves with drink and the cold?” I demanded as I set the cake down. 
 
    She didn’t even spare me a glance. “I like you but please, now is not the time. I don’t even care if you squash me. I don’t care about anything anymore.” 
 
    No, she didn’t. She was in that bad of a place. 
 
    “I like you too,” I huffed as I snagged her glass of wine and made some meat buns appear on the plate in front of her. And a bottle of water. Then I closed up her balcony window and moved a blanket over her shoulders. “I am sorry. I am. And I’m sorry—he killed someone to have died, Nicole.” 
 
    She met my gaze and I felt myself need to sit down. 
 
    “You know who he killed.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me.” I shook my head when she snickered. “Nicole, no more secrets.” 
 
    She let out a shaky breath and fixed how she sat and wrapped the blanket around her more. “He used to be a good man. I know that.” 
 
    “I didn’t know him and I… Your judgment would be sound.” I wasn’t going to say I trusted her or Colton. I didn’t know if I ever could. 
 
    “I didn’t know what was really going on. It was an alliance marriage and common between covens. I was more powerful than expected and not from an ‘elite’ family. My mother was like Gina, but word got around that her daughter was uncharacteristically powerful, and that brought the ‘right’ people to our door.” 
 
    “She sold you.” I shrugged when she did a double take. “Call it an alliance or whatever, but she did it to better her life not to better yours.” 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t even blame her,” she whispered before taking a bite of the meat bun. “Damn, these are good.” She sighed and sat back in her lush chair with the plate. “She truly thought it would give us a better life and even the coven. It wasn’t just her being selfish. And it did work for them.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was so ridiculous when I was read-in. The whole thing and I was terrified, planning on running even, but Ryan told me it was true and we were chosen to do what was right.” 
 
    “He wasn’t fully read-in on everything then either, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, not on the real goal of the elders, but what they say they want—he used to truly believe in it. He wanted to find you and return you to Olympus to take your rightful place.” 
 
    “Forgive me for having trouble believing that after how he treated me.” 
 
    “He saw through the cracks and the reality, and it made him the man you knew,” she said sadly. “We really fell in love. It was us together, but then one of the elders liked me. He would try and train with me on the side and I told Ryan it felt wrong. He thought I was overreacting and not used to such training from a man.” 
 
    “Because you had no father?” I drawled. 
 
    “Most of the regular covens are—were—ours were only involved with humans. And they normally didn’t stick around.” 
 
    “How very Wonder Woman,” I drawled, glad when Nicole snorted. 
 
    “The elder said he couldn’t wait until I gave birth to the next generation because then they could have me too. He flat-out said it and that I was much prettier than Ryan’s mother.” She nodded when I whistled. “Colton does not know this. Please, he—I can’t tell him all of this.” 
 
    “He’s going to find out one way or another, Nicole. It’s better to hear it from you instead of something they use against him.” 
 
    She nodded but then shook her head. “I cannot tell my son that his great-grandmother killed herself because the elders raped her repeatedly. That they did the same to his grandmother after she had Ryan. Everyone thinks his great-grandmother’s death was an accident.” 
 
    “Ryan’s father?” 
 
    “I don’t know if he knew. He…” She shook her head. “I don’t think he knew. He was just as much a believer in that cult as Ryan had been.” She took and bite and opened the water, taking a swig before continuing. “I told Ryan, and that I would not let him touch me if that was my fate after I did what being chosen meant. 
 
    “He blew. It wasn’t just the first crack in the bullshit for him, but a huge gaping hole in it. He stormed in there with a gun and put it to his head. He said unless they all gave their magical oath to never touch me or his mother again, he would kill himself and end his bloodline.” 
 
    “There are more of his family. Surely there are.” 
 
    “No, there aren’t,” she chuckled darkly. “And clearly we know part of the reason why. Also, the elders don’t like competition for their chosen.” 
 
    “Or too many powerful siblings to help get the family out of the cult.” 
 
    “Yes, I would assume as much.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how the elders thing works when you only live two lifespans,” I admitted. 
 
    “They are said to be from Zeus’s priestess’ bloodline and the chosen to handle the priests and priestesses of other gods.” 
 
    I shot her a dry look. “So the male descendants of those females are now the elders and in charge? Even Zeus would laugh at that. The only females worth anything to him are the ones he chose.” 
 
    “Yes, well, don’t ever look for logic in sexism and cults.” She sniffled and bit into her food. “I slowly pulled back the layers for Ryan and he saw the truth. It gutted him. All of it. I thought things would get better when we had Colton and the elders wouldn’t pressure him as much, but we would find a way to protect him.” 
 
    “But he checked out? Resented Colton?” 
 
    She gave an elegant shrug. “Both? Mostly it was as if he was free of it and happy to pass the baton but also guilty he did. He couldn’t deal with it and left Colton alone in so much. That was our only issue. Ryan wanted to focus on me and our love now that we were free, and I couldn’t leave Colton alone to deal with it.” 
 
    “Wait, something isn’t adding up. Colton told me you are the Knight and have the money.” 
 
    “I am. We were nothing witches according to the elders, but rich ones. My coven wasn’t like Gina’s and in one location. We rotated between areas and stayed in the spotlight.” 
 
    I nodded, having done some of the same. “The protection as a wealthy widower was much better for the twins and me.” 
 
    “Exactly. Plus, one of my ancestors was very smart with her magic. She located gem and ore deposits. My mother used her magic to con bad men. She could hide her appearance.” 
 
    “Something you’ve learned,” I chuckled. 
 
    She nodded. “I play the stock market and have for a long time. That was where my financial magic found a home.” 
 
    “Got it.” I sighed as I watched her eat. “Colton is worried. He came begging me to check in on you and promised you didn’t know it was me.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I didn’t believe even. You were so normal and wonderful, and the picture painted was of a disaster who needed help to function.” 
 
    “You knew better to listen to them,” I drawled. 
 
    “Of course, but that was a big mark they missed. Plus, you didn’t read anything more than Gina. You couldn’t even block it from me. That didn’t make sense for a god.” 
 
    “We weren’t meant to hide,” I muttered. “Your husband believed. He was so—” 
 
    “I know,” she said sadly. “He knew what Colton was doing and that was when it started. He got mad that he protected me fine, and who cared about a few tongue lashings from useless men? I mostly agreed, but it killed Colton. I hated the fact that they could order me to their estate like they owned me. They treated me like a bought whore instead of someone who birthed their chosen.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” She shook her head. “But yes, I know whom he killed. The son of an elder tried to rape me after I had Colton. I was a used-up whore for all to play with supposedly. Ryan came upon the man tearing my dress off and killed him. We buried the body. I’m just as liable as he is.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and waited for her to meet my gaze. “Nicole, my power wouldn’t have killed him for that. It’s not a life for a life because accidents happen. Even defending you or doing—hell, that would be the punishment I’d give for trying to rape you. That’s not karma.” 
 
    Horror filled her eyes, but then she closed them, tears running down her cheeks. “I hate my life except for Colton. Ryan and I—we had such a chance, Arabella. It could have all been different. I realized so many years of all of this, and I wasn’t sad he was gone. I felt relief and that’s a tragedy to me. We could have been such a happy, loving couple if we hadn’t been trapped.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Truly. And I’m sorry for my part in it that twisted him up even if I had no knowledge. I knew nothing, and I can’t blame the curse to—” 
 
    She snorted. “I saw what you showed Ryan, Arabella. That curse is like nothing I’ve ever heard of even. It was—gods, I would rather have taken my hand with the elders than that curse. The trauma it caused you—I don’t know how you’re standing most days. Truly.” 
 
    “It’s the same reason you’ll pull it together. You have a child. The twins needed me to keep moving even if they were adults.” 
 
    “It’s not about taking care of them but having people who love you and hurt when you do,” she muttered. “Part of me just wants to move and start over. I still have another lifetime left, and I could find a nice human and just be loved. Quietly. Right now all I am is a pawn to hurt my son.” 
 
    “Not for long but if you left, it would upset Colton.” I shrugged when she frowned at me. “Start over. Just don’t run.” 
 
    “You’re giving me that advice?” she drawled, shooting me an apologetic look. 
 
    “Fair, but I ran because Zeus and his psycho wife were after me. You won’t have any reason to run soon. And speaking as someone who always ran, you feel it. I feel like I’m…” I shook my head. A doormat didn’t seem the right thing to say. 
 
    Disappointed in myself? Maybe. Disappointed in myself for not staying and fighting or taking back my life. There was a difference between running from your problems and bailing on a bad situation. 
 
    Sometimes it was a very fine line though. 
 
    I did tell her about what happened that night and said Colton could use her comfort. A slight fib, but I saw it snap her out of her own heartbreak. She apologized for cutting me short and hurried to the bathroom to get cleaned up. 
 
    I almost laughed. Cutting me short?  
 
    More like job well done since I’d come to snap her out of her grief. 
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    Jamie was pulling up when I arrived home. I went downstairs and decided to address it when Grace, Willow, Tori, and Hayden were giving me all the questioning looks. 
 
    “Jamie is having problems with his family and will be staying with me for a bit.” 
 
    “I hope in your bed,” Willow chuckled. “That man is fine and all about you. He’s my first choice for you to keep because he’s not as pushy as Colton or Isiah can be. You don’t need that after what you’ve been through.” 
 
    “I hope you keep them all after what you’ve been through,” Tori said. 
 
    “You’re the best role model,” Grace said with a sigh. “Screw all this bullshit on social media about owning women and putting us in our place below men. It should be men lining up to be with us who are awesome.” 
 
    “Amen, Sister,” Hayden called over from the counter where she was cleaning up. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    Jamie was a bit confused when I let him in and the others were chuckling or giving him looks. “Ladies, have a lovely evening.” He waited until we were in the elevator. “What gives?” 
 
    “Apparently, they hope I keep all of you, but Willow likes you best,” I admitted. 
 
    “I knew Willow was sharp,” he said with a completely straight face before chuckling when I elbowed him.  
 
    “Only two bags?” I checked. 
 
    “I left two more at my place since I figured we were going there in secret anyways. “I have the address Colton said we can use as long as you hide it from view. I’ll work on packing up and getting an actual storage unit for now.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    It was done in like twenty minutes and then I was with the day. 
 
    But Jamie wasn’t. 
 
    “Okay, so don’t be mad, but I’ve been doing some reading.” 
 
    “And why would you reading make me mad?” I hedged. 
 
    “Because they were books written by psychologists about PTSD, CTSD, and how to help a partner after they’ve been raped.” 
 
    I blinked at him for a full two minutes, my mind trying to wrap around what he was saying. “Why would I ever be mad at you doing something so sweet and trying to help?” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it. “Well, I’m not going to give you ideas and change your mind if you’re not mad. It led me to a few ideas though.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like taking a bath with our swimsuits on.” 
 
    “That seems silly,” I hedged.  
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe, but I think that’s part of it and not as scary. I’ve never taken a naked bath with a woman and I find it intimidating and I haven’t been through what you have so yeah, that seemed like an easy step even if it’s just soaking like in a hot tub.” 
 
    I had trouble keeping up with that he said it so fast, but then I shrugged. “Okay, we can try it. Wine?” 
 
    “Let’s not. How about something fun? Sparkling apple juice or something else silly?” 
 
    I was willing to give it a shot. I showed him where my bath was, frowning that it maybe wasn’t big enough to have plenty of space with Jamie’s large frame… But then I realized that was sort of the point. I shrugged again and started filling it up while I made appear what he wanted and changed us into swimsuits. 
 
    “Okay, I was actually going to change into mine that I brought,” he said with a chuckle, glancing down and then back at me. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t have one so I thought…” I shrugged for a third time and felt like an idiot. 
 
    He hugged me from behind and kissed my head. “I’m glad you’re excited to get in the tub with me.” 
 
    “Sure, we could go with that,” I drawled. Then I turned in his arms. “Being this undressed and held from behind can be a problem.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “Okay.” Apparently, things were that simple with Jamie. Colton and Isiah had adapted and were careful as well, but it was different with Jamie. 
 
    Jamie wasn’t threatening or… Alpha. Colton and Isiah were both powerful and the boss. Jamie was powerful but had no desire to be that guy or in charge. 
 
    Maybe that really was what I needed?  
 
    It turned out Jamie liked the water as hot as I did—which was way too hot—and we had fun picking out which bath bomb. Then we sat facing each other with our sparkling juice and actually laughed. It wasn’t scary at all. I fully enjoyed checking out his sexy body and I knew he was looking at mine, but there wasn’t any pressure. 
 
    We talked about work a bit and ideas. He said I was going to have to raise my prices soon. That made me frown, but he said it was a red flag that we didn’t need. I had been going off the overhead of the bakery, but now I had the factory and more. That cost money. A lot of money if I didn’t use my power. 
 
    He promised it wouldn’t be crazy but yes, I couldn’t keep selling huge rare-fruit-filled paczkis for under two dollars. It made sense when he put it like that. No one would really lose their minds when I was still cheaper than others. Plus, when I brought out new items I would have the new prices. 
 
    He didn’t think it would be a big deal since a lot of people were worried online that I would go out of business because things were so cheap. Boston and the world were more expensive than where we had been in rural Texas. That was fair. I was fine with it as long as we didn’t worry about the profit margins. 
 
    “This is a fun way to have a business meeting,” I chuckled when we were done, the water getting cold. 
 
    “I think all of our meetings should be like this,” he teased. “You do have a hot tub at the factory.” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    We laughed and decided to get out. I told him I showered at night since I got up early, and he was fine with waiting for me in the bedroom. I didn’t take long, ready for bed even if I felt lighter after our fun. 
 
    But I didn’t expect Jamie to be sitting there still only in his swim trunks. No, he’d changed, but they were boxer briefs in the same black. 
 
    “You are a very handsome man, Jamie Kraft,” I praised, biting back a smile when he flushed. 
 
    He stood and came over to me, giving me a soft kiss. “I want to try something. I read it’s helped a lot of people, but men aren’t always willing. I’m willing for whatever you need.”  
 
    And then he gave me handcuffs. 
 
    I stared at them but then it hit me. “They put their hands on me. I get scared when—you couldn’t touch me.” 
 
    “Yes. It gives you all of the power.” 
 
    “We both know you could break these as a wolf,” I hedged. 
 
    “Yes, I could, but I won’t. It’s not about really tying me up. It’s—” 
 
    “To help my fear.” 
 
    “Or get you more comfortable with the idea.” 
 
    “I’m not good at taking the lead,” I admitted. 
 
    “You’re not good at it or haven’t done that yet?” he muttered gently. “They pushed you. I’m not saying it’s wrong, I know they both would be gentle, but if you didn’t start it—” 
 
    “I wasn’t in control.” I bobbed my head, actually seeing the idea behind it and thinking it was smart. “You’re really okay to try it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it actually excites me which I find shocking,” he admitted, looking a bit embarrassed. 
 
    “I kind of like that,” I admitted, feeling myself flush as well. “I won’t tell.” 
 
    He snorted. “I’m not going to tell.” He cleared his throat and turned around, putting his hands behind his back. 
 
    Okay, so apparently we were really doing this. 
 
    A little giggle slipped out when I locked up his second wrist and he chuckled as well. 
 
    He turned back around and kissed me. I moved us towards the bed and really laughed when I pushed him onto it. He let out a cute noise and fell onto it. I saw he didn’t have to lie down, he could have sat, but he was playing along.  
 
    I took the towel off my hair and then the other around my body. 
 
    “Fuck, Arabella,” he breathed. “Holy fuck. You are—shit, I can’t believe you even looked at a guy like me.” 
 
    “You asked me out and were sweet,” I said as if he hadn’t been there.  
 
    “Score one for the sweet guy for once,” he muttered as his eyes raked over my body. “Seriously, I can’t—my brain doesn’t have blood. It’s also melted.” 
 
    “Would you like me to put the towel back on to save you?” I asked with a snicker. 
 
    “Please don’t. I’ll go this way. It’s worth it to see you naked.” 
 
    “Goof.” I moved onto the bed and he scooted to the middle. I wasn’t sure what to do but then he pursed his lips at me. It was silly but cute and I gave him a kiss. 
 
    Then it wasn’t so silly. I actually moved closer and ran my fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Would you be scared to sit on me?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” I knew why he thought I would be scared, but I didn’t think I would be when it was Jamie. I saw he was hard in his shorts. Still, I moved to straddle him. His dick was under the left cheek of my ass, but I was okay. 
 
    “Fuck, the view—just smother me with your breasts. Really.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, shocked a man wanted that. I mentally shrugged when he snorted. Okay then.  
 
    I leaned down and he latched onto my right nipple while my other breast smothered his face. He moaned as I played with his hair and let him lavish my nipples with attention. 
 
    “Shit, this is seriously fun and my wolf is howling,” he whispered. “Switch?” 
 
    I nodded, not thinking I was doing much of the leading here, but it was still fun, calm even. He was giving me ideas and letting me decide instead of pushing and accepting. 
 
    There was a difference in my head even if I wasn’t sure there truly was. 
 
    He went to move over me to kiss my breasts more but didn’t have his hands to lean on and fell into me. We laughed, but then it seemed silly. 
 
    “What if we just say don’t touch me? Is that mean or fun?” 
 
    Jamie thought about it a minute and shrugged. “Fun. I mean, it means I get to use my mouth on anything you show me then.” 
 
    I nodded, not really objecting to that. I wanted more attention on my breasts.  
 
    I took off the cuffs with my power and Jamie moved over me some, his hands staying on the bedding. We kissed and kissed some more, both of us excited and breathless. He kissed down my body and did everything to my breasts for a long time. I was a puddle of desire for him then. He kissed down my stomach and I didn’t understand what he was doing at first. 
 
    Even after he asked me to spread my legs. 
 
    Then the wolf lowered his face to me. He licked my clit and I orgasmed. Just one lick and I came. I grabbed his hair and moved my body with the waves of my climax, feeling something like I never had before even if I had orgasmed. 
 
    When it was over he was staring up at me with a smirk, fully knowing that I had liked it. 
 
    “Your pussy is the best treat in this whole damn place, Arabella. I want more.” 
 
    I simply nodded and spread more for him. He actually had me move my feet on either side of my butt and my legs were bent. I realized it was so he had more access, and I should have been embarrassed. 
 
    Except I wasn’t. I was riding the high of my orgasm and into the next one. 
 
    And then the next one. 
 
    I couldn’t take anymore and closed my legs on his head, squealing when he kept licking. 
 
    He chuckled and moved next to me. “Good?” 
 
    “Un-fucking-real,” I gasped, staring at him with wide eyes. “Wow.” 
 
    “Your first oral sex?” He smiled when I nodded. “Not scary?” 
 
    “No. They never—it wasn’t about—yeah.” I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but rape wasn’t about the person’s pleasure. 
 
    “Will you sit on me again?” he muttered quietly. “I’m fine not finishing, but you’re dripping wet and I want that on my cock even if covered.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “You are a very dirty one, Jamie Kraft.” 
 
    He snorted. “Not really, but I feel… Alive with you. I feel like I can say it. I can ask for what I want and you will listen. You won’t go run your mouth around if I do something weird or—I feel comfortable with you. That’s new for me.” 
 
    “I feel comfortable with you too.” I thought about it and nodded. “How about you hold onto the headboard?” 
 
    “Shit, that’s hot,” he muttered and moved flat on his back and held onto it. 
 
    I let out a slow breath and straddled his hips but more his lower stomach. I didn’t have a single functioning brain cell given all the pleasure I’d just had, and I simply stared at him. “So just sit here?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You could move.” 
 
    I frowned. “Then why have me sit here?” 
 
    “No, move around, Arabella.” 
 
    I wiggled a bit and got more comfortable. He blinked at me and then it hit me. “Oh, keep moving?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Again, I wasn’t putting it together. “So you want me to just wiggle on your lap?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I do.” He took pity on me when I still didn’t get it. “It’s the same feeling of your hand or other things if you move against my dick.” 
 
    I opened my mouth and then closed it several times. “You can’t expect me to think much after doing all of that with your mouth.” 
 
    He turned and laughed into his arm, looking like he was struggling not to completely lose it. He did laugh when I smacked his chest. “You are so perfect.” 
 
    “Because I’m clueless?” I drawled. 
 
    He lost his mirth. “No, never that, Arabella. And you’re not clueless. You’re honest. Most women wouldn’t admit the first time with someone that their partner made their IQ drop for the night. You’re open with me and that’s perfect.” 
 
    I did like that much better. I leaned over and kissed him, smiling when he moaned. I realized it wasn’t from the kiss only and moved some more. He was completely hard under me, and for a moment I was about to get scared that it was touching me… Except it felt good.  
 
    My clit and all of my body were sensitive. Everything was like extra.  
 
    So I kept moving.  
 
    I liked the sounds he was making, the ones he was making because I was moving. I was giving that to him like he had given me pleasure.  
 
    But I wasn’t scared. His hands were on the headboard. Even if I knew I could stop anyone who tried to hurt me, Jamie wouldn’t ever hurt me. 
 
    I swallowed loudly and grabbed his arm, moving it and his hand to my breast. He moaned deeper and nodded like he knew I wanted the other hand still on the headboard. 
 
    We moved together and then suddenly he was groaning out my name and kind of grunting. It was weird but also sexy. 
 
    I also felt close to climaxing again. 
 
    He moved his hand off my breast and put it on my hip, keeping me still. “Fuck, just fuck, Arabella. If that’s dry humping for us, I can’t wait until we have sex. Like fuck, that was hot.” 
 
    I nodded and moved off of him, curling up next to him and trying to calm down.  
 
    He seemed to understand something was going on with me, and in a miraculous move of balance and speed, he moved us and we were under the bedding snuggled together. Jamie held me to him and pet my hair for a while but then maybe felt at a loss. “Are you okay? Did I push you too much?” 
 
    “I feel like I should be really upset and freaking out, but I’m not, and that is sort of making me zone out?” I admitted. “Or all those endorphins make me not care, and I’m worried tomorrow I will have a problem with it all.” 
 
    He kissed my hair. “Then that’s for tomorrow, and I’ll still be here if you do. If you need to go slower. I’ll still be here. A time-out? Still here. Progress and moving forward isn’t without backsliding and hiccups.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” I leaned up and kissed him. “I knew you were smart.” 
 
    “It’s from the books I’ve been reading,” he confessed. 
 
    “I still think you’re smart for having read them.” 
 
    I felt myself drift and went with it. I’d moved forward and felt amazing. I never, not ever, thought I could willingly make a man orgasm after what I’d been through. And I did. Even if I didn’t use my hand, I’d done that. 
 
    I would take the win with a smile on my face and like Jamie said, deal with the setbacks if there were any. No more assuming the bad would come later. 
 
    A deep laugh woke me with a start. I sat up with my heart racing and tried to figure out what was going on. My gaze darted to my left when it kept going on, Jamie standing there laughing his head off. 
 
    Right. Jamie. He’d slept over and we’d done delicious things which was why I was naked. 
 
    And satisfied. 
 
    “You scared that crap out of me, love,” I said with a huff when I felt caught up. 
 
    “Sorry,” he gasped, holding his stomach he was laughing so hard. “Sorry, s-sorry.” 
 
    “What are you so amused by?” I demanded as he kept laughing. 
 
    “You—you’re really full of sugar and nice,” he said before laughing all over again.  
 
    I didn’t get it until he gestured out at the room. 
 
    Then I groaned.  
 
    There were containers of treats all over my bedroom. “At least they’re packaged.” 
 
    That set him off again.  
 
    He lost his amusement when I got out of bed. “Fuck, you are beautiful.” 
 
    I wasn’t ready for that and flushed, muttering a thank you. I’d had men tell me that for thousands and thousands of years. Being beautiful was part of being a goddess, but it was different when it was from someone I found attractive as well. 
 
    Funny how that worked, right? 
 
    I threw on a flannel pajama set and thick robe before deciding to see what else I’d done.  
 
    “You know what’s going on, right?” he checked, grabbing a hoodie and pajama bottoms from his own stuff. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked instead. 
 
    “Just after midnight,” he answered, nodding when I groaned. “I had to pee and felt uncomfortable so—” 
 
    “Because of me?” I worried. 
 
    He smirked at me. “Well, I guess you caused the mess, yeah, but…” He trailed off when I flinched. “My shorts got—it’s normal if you don’t clean up after. Sorry.” He slowly came over to me and kissed my cheek. “Sorry, I was really out, and then treats appeared while I went to the bathroom, so I’m all over.” 
 
    “Me too.” I gave him another kiss and accepted his hand when he offered it. “Yes, I’ve done this before, but not quite like this. So this was here, but you noticed after the bathroom?” 
 
    “I don’t know what was here before, but I walked out and that whole corner of treats appeared.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I sighed. 
 
    “So you did this when Isiah or Colton slept over?” he hedged, a bit of something in his tone. 
 
    “No, only a few times I’ve been really happy without—something big lifted off my stress or shoulders,” I admitted. “Always to do with the twins though. Like when I settled down in a spot when they were babies and got help with them. I felt happy and… Settled. A few times since when we got out of something big or—yeah, I was really happy.” 
 
    “Huh, they didn’t do this for you,” he muttered. “Cool.” He chuckled when I shot him a dry look. “Okay, let’s go see how happy I made you then.” 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    I couldn’t even blame him when he burst out laughing at what was in the living room. It was just full of packaged treats. I dropped his hand and went over, staring at what I’d made. “Why fudge?” I sighed when I realized it. “I was thinking we should do cute fudge as thank-yous for orders.” 
 
    Jamie let out a few of those awkward sighs people have while still laughing. “We go over how you need to raise your prices and stop giving so much away, and your answer is to give more away.” 
 
    I lightly smacked his chest. “I thought that before our talk.” I went to tell him something else and looked at the time. “Shit. Hades. I’ll be right back.” I went to where I felt Hades and mentally winced as he took in my attire. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “What is the wolf doing to you that you’re showing up late and in your pajamas?” 
 
    “Nothing you would want to hear about, Brother.” I smirked at him when a few people snorted. “But very good things.” I made one of the containers of fudge appear. “Fudge?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me and held out his hand. We filled up ten double or triple garages for different vampire covens. I apologized for the delay at every place, ignoring when Hades sighed. 
 
    “I don’t care if I’m a goddess, it’s rude. We are just meeting these people, and it was rude especially as I clearly forgot and fell asleep.” I gestured down to my clothes. “I had a very rough day—more than you even know—and people deserve their time to be respected.” 
 
    Even the ancients seemed impressed that I said as much. 
 
    “What else happened?” Hades worried. 
 
    I didn’t tell him all of it, but I did mention what happened between Jamie and his grandmother. He nodded, shooting me a look not to worry. So clearly, he was up to something. 
 
    I kissed his cheek and apologized for making him wait as well before going home… And finding Jamie sitting by the door happily eating fudge. 
 
    He simply shrugged. “It’s the only place to really sit. You filled your entire apartment, Arabella. I found three types of fudge and marshmallow hearts in pink, white, or red half dipped in chocolate and decorated.” He smirked before taking another bite. “I made you think dirty things with your treats.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but I heard Demarcus chuckling on the roof, Jamie flinching when he heard it as well. I waved Jamie to move and he easily stood. I sighed when there were more containers in the hallway. 
 
    “I’ll check the second floor to be safe,” Jamie worried. “I guess I assumed it was contained to your apartment.” 
 
    “I have no idea what I did. It’s never been like this.” I shot him a look. “No more jokes.” 
 
    “Maybe a few when you’re not upset.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “Brat.” I went up the stairs and sighed when I saw my entire roof covered in treats. Pallets of them. 
 
    “I think you’re covered for Valentine’s Day,” Demarcus said before losing his battle with laughing. 
 
    I simply sighed, covering my face when Jamie came up and started laughing too. Oh boy, I was never going to live this one down. “Look, I get it, but if I start doing things like this in my sleep after happy time, I can’t live above the bakery, can I?” 
 
    They both lost their amusement fast. 
 
    “It might not be a bad idea to buy a house between the bakery and factory,” Demarcus muttered. “You could say it was for your own test kitchen and to have more space. No one would know you weren’t here at night.” 
 
    “Except if someone sets fire to the place again,” I drawled. 
 
    “Your wards alerted you, and you pay my guys to be security. They were here that night, but you simply reacted faster. Colton said it was smart to have them as night security for the park and to sell it as that.” 
 
    “More like Colton wants to do something nice for Arabella and not have her paying more people when he feels like he failed in protecting her,” Jamie mumbled. He shrugged when we both shot him questioning looks but didn’t say more.  
 
    What else was there really to say? 
 
    Probably nothing helpful. 
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    “I can’t get over how good you taste,” Jamie growled. “Let me have more.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I gasped, my body twitching all over the place. 
 
    He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and moved over me, smirking. “That good, huh? You’re tapping out?” He ran his nose over my cheek as I nodded. “I still want more. It will be so much better when—” He flinched away and shut his mouth so fast that he definitely bit his tongue. 
 
    I watched as he swallowed down the rest of what he’d wanted to say and tried to act like nothing happened. “Okay, we can.” 
 
    His eyes filled with shock but then upset. He flopped onto the bed next to me and let out a huff. Then he moved the covers and yanked me to lie on top of him, slapping my ass after moving me. “Don’t say things like that.” He pulled the blanket over us and hugged me tightly. “Your fear at the idea is all I can smell. 
 
    “Don’t ever force yourself for me or anyone. I don’t care if I’m drunk and begging or being stupid. I don’t want sex until you’re ready, and I’ll spank you every time you even think of doing it before you’re ready.” He huffed again when I tried to push up and say something. “I’d go soft, Arabella. I can’t be hard when you aren’t into it and scared. I’m not a monster.” 
 
    I smiled against his chest, feeling treasured and safe… But then I frowned, realizing something he’d said. “I’ll always be scared, Jamie.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered, kissing my hair. “But you’ll be just as excited as scared. Someday, even if it’s not with me. You were scared of oral sex when I started but were excited too. That’s the difference. You’re still completely scared, and I know even offering is big for you, but I can’t have you cave because of what the other person wants.” 
 
    “I’m being selfish.” 
 
    “So fucking what?” he drawled. “We’re all selfish on different things. You went through something horrible. Be selfish. Be super selfish on this because you need and deserve it. You’re not selfish on everything, and this is how life balances out.” 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, worried about his tone and upset. 
 
    “I’m trying not to be hurt you think I’m an asshole who would push you for sex.” 
 
    I turned so my chin was on his chest and he was staring down at me since he was propped up on pillows. “It wasn’t like that. I want to reciprocate. I want to have more with you. I thought if I just push through it would be okay.” 
 
    The hurt left his eyes, but he let out a dramatic sigh. “Well, clearly you can’t be the boss of our nocturnal activities. I just have to be then and make sure you don’t try to do anything silly again.” 
 
    “Is that how it works?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, sounding just like he had when we’d first met and he asked me out. 
 
    “Okay, that’s how it works.” Honestly, I was at the point of agreeing to anything Jamie wanted. This was the sixth night in a row he was in my bed at night and practically devouring my body until I can’t take anymore. The man liked oral sex. 
 
    Like really liked it and was fantastic at it. 
 
    “It’s weird,” he whispered after a bit of us lying there. “I never liked oral sex.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped, popping up and staring at him in shock. “I figured you were an addict or like a guru who taught men what to do.” 
 
    He blinked at me before bursting out laughing. He turned us on our sides and hugged me to him while still laughing. “You are too much.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” I drawled.  
 
    We talked a bit longer about where we were, and he assured me that he was very happy with the spot. His only worry was he was hogging me and Isiah had said something about it. I wasn’t ready to have two men in my bed after what had happened to me. 
 
    So sweet, sweet Jamie offered to crash on my couch tomorrow so I could have time with Isiah. Who did that? How could his family not see how amazing he was instead of giving him crap he wasn’t Alpha enough and walking all over him. Not everyone had to be the boss—life would be better with less of them. 
 
    But people needed to stop taking advantage of those who weren’t. It should be a symbiotic relationship, not a toxic one. 
 
    I thanked him and then got dressed to meet up with Hades. Once that was over, I crawled in bed with my sexy boyfriend. 
 
    Oh geez, a goddess who had a boyfriend after thousands of years of being alone sounded like the start of a bad joke. 
 
    The next morning, I was up early like normal and ready to handle more than any sane woman would want to. Now that the Super Bowl was over, it was one more event we’d conquered. People were upset the local team lost, but the twins were happy with all of the promo we’d received from our treats, so at least something good came out of it? 
 
    Still, it was a week until Valentine’s Day, and I could feel the exhaustion of our people. I needed to fix that. It was my job to set the tone of the work environment and protect them. They were crucial in making my business succeed, and I needed to keep things that way. I’d done a lot, but there was always more I could do. 
 
    Which was why my first appointment of the day was touring a spa and salon near the bakery. I met with the owner and manager, liking both women instantly. They gave me the rundown of their services and what they were willing to add extra if someone needed.  
 
    I was impressed. The place was pristine, and the positivity I felt from it was amazing. I had thought this place specifically because they were open much later than most spas. Most didn’t have the last massage or haircut at nine at night, but this place understood not everyone could come during the day when they worked. 
 
    Or I had people who worked overnight and on their days off they kept that schedule. 
 
    “For now, I want my daughters to experience all of it and tell me if this could work,” I said when we were done. 
 
    “If they have anything other than positive feedback, please tell me as well,” the owner replied. 
 
    And she wanted it. This was a woman who cared about her business as much as I did. I thanked them and made it clear I wasn’t planning on looking anywhere else.  
 
    Lovely. I called Mary on the way to my next appointment and told them what I’d plotted. She laughed when my answer to everyone’s stress was to make a deal with a spa so my employees could go. Most would give a gift card, but that fell to the wayside too often.  
 
    I knew from experience.  
 
    My next appointment was with a listing agent. There was a great-looking house Kary had found between the factory and bakery. The bakery had too many eyes for me to risk making any mistakes, and apparently if I was going to be having fun at night in my bed—which I absolutely would be now that I knew how amazing oral sex was—I needed to make some changes. 
 
    For days I’d been filling my apartment and rooftop with fudge and chocolate-covered marshmallow hearts. That wasn’t something I could keep letting happen.  
 
    Yes, the logical thing would have been to talk to my brothers about wards to contain me, but Kary and Mary had argued against it. They weren’t wrong when they said it would trigger me to mute my power in any way.  
 
    Plus, I wasn’t in a position with my brothers to admit my sexual activities were causing problems. I was damn sure that word had reached their ears when they were always around, but I couldn’t discuss it with them. 
 
    So instead, I was planning on buying a very large house with land that even I couldn’t fill up with treats. Plus, I could ward the place so no one saw anything from the street since this place had its own private drive. 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    I arrived first and checked out the exterior. About three minutes before the appointment, two different cars pulled up. I didn’t pay much attention because someone was always in training or working as a team. 
 
    “Hi, Kathy?” the woman whose voice I recognized from our call last night greeted… And then looked from my shoes to my outfit to my left hand and then finally landed on my SUV.  
 
    Wow. That was a lot of eying me over in such a short amount of time. 
 
    Plus, she clearly didn’t like what she saw from the look on her face. 
 
    “Is your husband coming?” 
 
    Final nail in the coffin for sure.  
 
    “Arabella,” I chuckled darkly before looking at the other woman who was watching our interaction with interest. “And you are?” 
 
    “I’m Colleen, the listing agent.” 
 
    I did a double take and looked at the first woman whose name I’d forgotten now. “Who are you then?” 
 
    She frowned. “I’m your agent.” 
 
    “The hell you are. Who said that?” 
 
    “I have the paperwork right here,” she said as she handed me a folder. 
 
    I blinked at it and then her. “I’m not signing that. I don’t want a buyer’s agent.” 
 
    “Oh, well, honey, you need one.” 
 
    I snorted. “I need air, not you. Even if I wanted one, I have better taste than someone who can’t remember details like the name of the person they’re trying to railroad.” I felt better when Colleen tried to cover a snicker.  
 
    “I’ll let you two talk and open the house,” Colleen muttered, clearly not wanting to be involved in this mess. 
 
    “It’s a simple mistake,” the woman pushed, slapping on a fake smile. “And you do need one in—” 
 
    “No, you do not need a buyer’s agent in Massachusetts,” I snapped. “You’re required to have an attorney handle the closing and I have one.” I started to turn away towards the front door, but she tried again. 
 
    “Well, here, at least take my card so you have it when you realize this isn’t something you can handle alone and you want someone in your corner.” 
 
    I glanced at the card like it was a snake… Just as she was. “You would be one of the last people I would ever want to represent me or speak for me.” I went to the house and opened the door, careful to wipe my feet before I stepped inside.  
 
    Colleen had a tense smile. “The website is confusing when you submit your information to see a property.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is, but I called into the office and asked to speak with the listing agent,” I muttered. “I don’t want to be a gossip or start drama, but I want you clear that I’m not an idiot. I said specifically to that woman that I was glad I could get in touch with the listing agent and she did not correct me. She had every chance and didn’t, did not once mention being my agent.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” she sighed. 
 
    Yeah, I felt about the same plus annoyed. 
 
    The house was amazing though. It reminded me a lot of a mansion I still owned in Eastern Europe from one of our covers. It was enough to keep people out of my business with five acres but not enough to draw attention in a state like Massachusetts that had lots of mansions. 
 
    When we were done, I said what I was willing to pay—which was a bit over the listing—as long as my daughters approved as well and the inspection came back… With an inspector of my choice. 
 
    She was thrilled, promising she would make time for the twins whenever I wanted and more. 
 
    Of course, because that was a lot of commission. Still, she seemed like a straight shooter and was honest in pointing out the good and what someone might have a problem with. I much preferred that. People would figure it out anyways before they bought the place, it was better just to tell them upfront.  
 
    I didn’t care that the floors needed refinishing. Lots of people didn’t or enjoyed making things their own. What I cared about was the water heater was replaced six months ago because I didn’t understand any of that. 
 
    I thanked her again and said I was going to take some pictures of the outside and property. It was a gentle dismissal that she could go and she was fine with it. 
 
    But it was a lie. I wanted her gone for another reason. 
 
    Mostly because we weren’t alone. 
 
    “You don’t seem surprised to see me, Sister,” Hera chuckled as she revealed herself. 
 
    “No, I expected you sooner. I knew you weren’t going to abide by what I declared.” 
 
    “You had no right to. I’m the queen of the gods and I will do as I wish. And you—” 
 
    “You are not the queen of the gods. You can be the queen of the heavens as my brother is the god of the heavens. Enough with the bullshit Hera. I was there when it was decided and you weren’t.” I shook my head. “I used to feel so fucking bad for you. Now I can’t—you’re so pathetic. You came here to try and—” 
 
    “Silence!” she blasted. She flung out her hand and tried to put magic on me… But couldn’t.  
 
    Hades. He’d done something to block me. 
 
    I smirked at her. “Even Zeus didn’t dare try to attack me in my own realm, you stupid bitch.” It was hard not to laugh when she couldn’t hide her shock. “I’m not the Kismet you remember. I’m not playing along with your crazy in the hopes of trying to change your mind or make you see reason. You won’t see reason, and I want you dead for what you did to me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed. “You are a pawn. You have always been Zeus’s pawn and perfect little pet.” She laughed, the crazy in her eyes more terrifying than I remembered. 
 
    Mostly because there was more of it there. 
 
    “You need to leave, Hera, before you—” 
 
    “What? Do what, Kismet? You do nothing and you are nothing now.” 
 
    “Because of you!” I roared, the ground below us even shaking with my power. I smirked when she flinched. “We’re in my realm, bitch. You don’t even have a realm, so don’t talk to me about the way things are.” 
 
    “You will be his puppet again and—” 
 
    I stormed right to her and slapped her across the face. “I was never his puppet. I loved my brother. He set us up to fail and still we loved him, trusted him to do better, and stop being so fucking selfish. Instead, he made you and everything got worse.” 
 
    “You will die for striking me,” Hera threatened. 
 
    I snorted, shocking her yet again. “You should be dead for what you did. I owe you a lot more than that and if you had any sanity left you would see that.” 
 
    “You will be my puppet now, Kismet. You just sealed your fate.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. “I was never anyone’s puppet, and you couldn’t hold my reigns if there were fifty of you, Hera. No one respects you, not even my stupid brother. No one ever has. No one ever will, and you will keep being the fool we all used to pity and now hate. You can’t take my realm from me, and you have no leverage to do so.” 
 
    “I will tell Zeus that—” 
 
    “Do it.” I shrugged when she froze. “You never had a clear understanding of our relationship. He’s not my father. He’s not my damn boss. He deluded himself into thinking that, and I played along with some of it because I loved him. I don’t anymore.” I nodded when her eyes went wide. “He could die tomorrow and I would shed no tears. Not one.” 
 
    “You lie,” she hissed. 
 
    “No, I would be relieved even,” I threw right back. “I don’t want the war that would come from ending you, not when people could get hurt in the process, but if he’s gone, there’s no war. I could simply end you, and your insanity would no longer plague all of us. It would be the best thing ever to give you what you deserve for all—” 
 
    Her hand flew to slap me but never reached me. 
 
    “I warned my brother that I would not stand idly by if he did not leash you,” Hades said coldly. 
 
    Hera tried to pull her arm back but couldn’t, her eyes going wide when he didn’t let go. “Zeus will kill you for touching what’s his.” 
 
    “This is why I used to pity you,” I whispered, shaking my head. “You are not his. You are your own.” I took a step back and let Hades protect me. “You could have broken free, Hera. You could have left him and lived on your own. Instead, you fed off of my brother’s delusions and lies. It was all right before your eyes, but you clung to being his and loved.  
 
    “Fucking love yourself enough to see how abusive he is to you! Become your own instead of hurting others. That’s why I stopped pitying you and just wanted you dead. You take the pain he causes and share it. You should have walked away and washed your hands of him and his bullshit.” 
 
    “There is no walking away from all of this,” she snapped. 
 
    I snorted. “I did. Is your memory that bad that now you believe your own lies? Zeus didn’t banish me, Hera, and you know it. I left. I walked away from it all.” 
 
    “You had to,” she bellowed. “I cursed you to run. It was a failsafe if they didn’t kill you. You were supposed to run and I would kill you later. But I couldn’t. You figured out some way to hide yourself in the state you were in. Everything was ruined because of you, and they should have killed you! Men can’t do anything right even when I give them everything!” 
 
    “Enough of this,” Hades bit out when he felt how her words upset me. “I warned Zeus I would not allow this anymore. You will be locked in the underworld for a week.” 
 
    “What?” we both exclaimed, hers coming out a much higher pitch than mine. 
 
    “Seven days,” Hades said slower as if Hera was dumb. “And each time you return to Arabella’s realm against her decree, I will increase the punishment exponentially. Next, it will be forty-nine days. Then two thousand forty-one days.” Hades grinned coldly in a way that made me even shiver. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” Hera whispered, knowing full well he was telling the truth. 
 
    “Then five million seven hundred sixty-four thousand, eight hundred and one days. Do you know what comes next, Hera?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Almost thirty-four trillion days. Enough to keep you locked down there for billions of years. So eternity. I will keep you in the underworld for eternity if you bother Arabella. Do you understand now?” 
 
    “Brother, this is—” 
 
    Hades whipped Hera around and flung her hard onto the ground so the blacktop driveway broke. “I am not your brother. You are no family of ours. You are a demon who cursed my beloved sister. Do not put yourself on her level because you are not. You are trash and a whore my brother plays who doesn’t have enough intelligence to understand that.” 
 
    Wow.  
 
    Just… Dayumn. 
 
    He opened a portal to the underworld right there and grabbed Hera by her hair, dragging her kicking and screaming through it.  
 
    I felt like I couldn’t breathe. They were gone just like that and the first domino pushed over for the eventual blowup. Zeus would not let this stand and everything would get worse. 
 
    “Sister, please breathe,” Poseidon begged as he hugged me and rubbed my back. He was rocking me where we sat and… Wait. Sat? 
 
    I glanced around and realized I was sitting on the driveway where I’d been and my brother was there. I couldn’t get my mouth to work and there was only static in my mind, so I simply leaned away and looked at him. 
 
    A portal from the underworld opened and Hades stepped out of it, concern in his cold eyes when he saw me. “Did she hurt you or set a trap?” 
 
    I shook my head and tried to breathe normally. “I think I had a panic attack.” 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Poseidon demanded of Hades. He let out a harsh breath when Hades’s eyes filled with anger. “I’m not blaming you. I’m upset and worried. Please, just tell me while she recovers.” 
 
    So he did.  
 
    And saying that Poseidon wasn’t happy was the understatement of the year. 
 
    All of the years we’d lived even. 
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    “There’s another one,” Karime informed me, looking like she was moments from pulling out her hair. 
 
    “It’s okay. Clearly, someone is pulling something, but I was ready for that,” I lied through my teeth.  
 
    “Right, but this one says it was a special order, not just the Valentine’s Day options,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” I promised, patting her shoulder before asking her to point out who it was. I slapped on a smile and knew there was amusement dancing in my eyes as I walked over to the couple with malice surrounding them. “Hi, I was told you forgot your order confirmation?” 
 
    “Yes, but your people also lost our order,” the woman snapped, saying it loudly for the large line waiting. “It was a custom order that—” 
 
    “Custom orders are paid for at the time of order and are not done through our system,” I cut in. “So I’m very sorry you didn’t know that given you would have already paid and have a card in your hand, but if you mixed up what you thought you did, I can help you with that.” 
 
    She was so flabbergasted that I called her out that she couldn’t recover. 
 
    But the man did, annoyance dancing in his eyes. “All of the Valentine’s Day items are custom given they’re not on the normal menu. You’re twisting my wife’s words. We ordered three of those cakes.” 
 
    I couldn’t hide that I was laughing at him. “And those would be?” 
 
    “Whichever,” he snapped, clearing his throat when people around him couldn’t hide their annoyance at them holding up the line and being rude. “Please.” 
 
    Yes, that made it all better. Asshole. 
 
    Still, I let them buy their cakes and apologized to those in line who’d actually put in their orders and hadn’t lied to my face. 
 
    “What is going on?” Mary asked me when I went to get more from the delivery truck. “Seriously, there is no way the system dropped all of these orders. Not when these people smell of bad things. Who is fucking with us now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to address it later. Somehow. I don’t know.” I sighed when she adjusted her neck. “Make it clear that the next holiday ordering, people have to bring their confirmation email or we won’t do ordering again and it’s just running out when we do.” 
 
    “Or they have to drive to the factory to get it?” 
 
    “No, people would say it just for the chance to have an excuse to deal directly with the factory,” I grumbled. 
 
    It was the second day of picking up orders for Valentine’s Day, and there were so many problems that it couldn’t have been a coincidence. First, people were demanding to pick up their orders in the mornings when we’d specified after one in the afternoon because we had the help.  
 
    The college students who worked for me had found help in droves, but they weren’t going to miss their morning classes for it. That was fine. There shouldn’t have been a problem with that when we’d warned people. 
 
    But there was. 
 
    And people saying they ordered when they hadn’t to try and make a stink. But why? They were still paying for the food. We were also getting lots of attention a week before Valentine’s Day even picking up orders was a crazy time. So they weren’t hurting us by adding to that. 
 
    “If we would have turned them away, they would have made a scene here and on social media,” Mary explained when she saw I was confused. 
 
    “Right, but they could still lie and do it,” I hedged. “People don’t ask for confirmation or verify anything before pointing fingers. So what does it matter that we’re letting them buy things besides they don’t throw a fit here?” 
 
    “Most are confused and thrown. They weren’t ready for us to simply let them get away with it and don’t know what to do next. They might try again later and have a plan when we say next but—we need to say something publicly that we can handle all of these magically lost orders of people without confirmations.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I hedged. I let out a heavy sigh. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, studying me closely. “You keep swearing.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Everyone else does around Boston. I kinda like it.” 
 
    “Normally, it’s only a slip when you’re super stressed, so I just wanted to check.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Now why are you swearing?” 
 
    “I think we need to ask Colton,” I grumbled, nodding when she winced. “This could have to do with that statement we just put out. What if it’s all the employees of that place or something, and they’re trying to still go with the plan to smear me that I always want to be the victim.” 
 
    “Or Colton’s doing it so we call him,” she bitched… Even as she pulled out her phone. Yeah, I didn’t believe this was Colton either. 
 
    I didn’t get to hear the conversation, racing around to help with the chaos and assure everyone we’d had enough of what was needed. I talked to one of our drivers and explained what was going on, asking if he could get a few of the guys to come by with an empty truck and I could magically fill up the back.  
 
    A few times even. We would run out too fast otherwise.  
 
    No, I wasn’t kidding. We’d had dozens of extras orders yesterday and even more already today. We hadn’t even been doing this two hours and a third of the orders were fake. Who was doing this? Why? And for what purpose? 
 
    Besides driving us crazy it seemed. 
 
    Then I had a cold thought. It felt silly to text my brothers, but I loved they had gotten cell phones to acclimate to my life now. 
 
    Hades showed up a few minutes later when I was handling someone who actually had ordered, and I saw Mary go over to him. I heard her explain to him what was going on, but he didn’t seem to understand why we cared or were worried. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    I waved for her to come over and trade with me before heading to Hades. “I worry it’s Hera.” 
 
    “She’s locked up,” he reminded me… With a smirk.  
 
    Oh boy. I wasn’t touching that one. 
 
    “I know, but I still had her and Zeus blocked. I only took it down for you and Poseidon. So she didn’t simply appear before me. She had—” 
 
    “She was watching you,” he muttered, folding his arms over his chest when I nodded. “That is upsetting. I didn’t know she could hide from my minions I have watching you.” He waited for me to react to that. 
 
    I simply snorted. “I know they were there. The twins have sensed them as well, but they stay out of sight and keep their distance. I’m fine with it and I love you too.” I wasn’t sure what else I was going to say, but someone near us was panicked and the energy caught my attention.  
 
    Not just upset, but seconds from an actual panic attack. Hades caught it too, and I ignored what was in his eyes before glancing around. 
 
    And realizing it was Gina.  
 
    “Excuse me a moment,” I muttered to Hades. I rushed over to her, but he came with me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she rasped. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Don’t be upset with me for doing that. I don’t know what to do and—” 
 
    “Gina, it’s fine,” I promised as I moved her away from everyone and all the eyes. “Whatever is wrong, I will handle it. Please don’t get so upset.” 
 
    “They threatened me,” she choked out before hugging me. “I was so scared. I didn’t—they’re so much more powerful than me.” 
 
    “I won’t let anyone hurt you, love,” I whispered. I said it over and over again while Gina sobbed against me. 
 
    “I have a feeling I’m here for the same reason she is,” Isiah said quietly from my right. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. I saw Colton quickly walking towards us with a scowl on his face. “Seriously, I just need a damn day off from the crazy now and again.” I felt a bit better when Hades snorted. 
 
    Gina realized Colton was there and in a flash went from afraid to angry. She turned and went to hit him, but without even realizing what I was doing, I grabbed her arm and stopped her from hurting him. 
 
    Everyone froze and I felt the shocked stares. 
 
    I cleared my throat and let her go. “It’s instinct to not let people get hurt around me.” 
 
    “Sure it is, Sister,” Hades said at a level the others couldn’t hear.  
 
    Or I hoped not. 
 
    “What is going on?” I asked again. 
 
    “I have no idea why Gina is pissed at me, but I know who is fucking with you,” Colton muttered. 
 
    “Fine, Gina and Isiah first, then that,” I sighed as I looked to Isiah to tell me. 
 
    “I was told by his elders to stop helping you. That you had a priest, one you were in love with, and he was born to serve you and be in your bed, not a mongrel like me and my pathetic warlocks. I told them basically to piss off and I don’t answer to them. They said they would decimate my coven if I didn’t cut you off.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Colton whispered in horror. 
 
    Good, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. 
 
    “Awesome, they threaten to kill you and my coven is just going to be their whores,” Gina said, terror pouring off of her.  
 
    “I won’t ever let that happen, love,” I promised as I hugged her to me. 
 
    Isiah had more though. “They made it clear that you were being stubborn and needed a push that couldn’t happen if we were always saving you.” He rolled his eyes which made me feel better he thought it was shit as well. “I didn’t know what to do or how unhinged they were, but I made it clear I wasn’t going to piss off a god because they told me to.” 
 
    “Smart,” I praised. “And they said?” 
 
    “You were too meek to hurt our coven,” he drawled. “I laughed and said they needed to spend time with you because you were anything but meek. I left it that I wouldn’t offer anything else, but I would not go back on the agreements in place unless they were offering compensation for my mongrels. Anything more than that would draw other eyes. 
 
    “I basically made it clear I wasn’t going to anger anyone and land in more trouble they wouldn’t protect us from. They didn’t even try to lie they would intercede or do anything other than threaten us. I said to take the deal and for both covens or I would come tell you. They were amused I would tell you and then said to go right ahead, they wanted me to.” 
 
    “Because in their minds I would turn to Colton for help,” I muttered, nodding when he did.  
 
    Wow, they really weren’t read-in on much. 
 
    I glanced at Hades. “How do you want to handle this, Brother?” 
 
    He slowly raised an eyebrow. “I am not the boss of you, Sister.” 
 
    “None of us are the boss of each other,” I agreed. “I asked you for your help in this. You asked me to trust you and I do. You have your hands in this more than I do, and I have no problem deferring to you.” 
 
    He nodded and then looked to his left where Poseidon appeared. “Good timing. I actually have an overflowing plate as well. If I assign minions to work with you, could you handle managing them to protect the two covens loyal to our sister?” 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t even hesitate, glancing between us. “Mary texted me. What has happened?” 
 
    Isiah quickly filled him in, looking a bit starstruck when he was talking to my brother. It hit me why. He was a fisher. Poseidon was their god basically, and he’d grown up being taught to pray to him. 
 
    Okay, that was pretty cute if I was honest. 
 
    Poseidon left with Hades to get things going, and I promised lots of food, asking them both to even text me what they wanted and I would cook it up. Then it was time to deal with Colton. 
 
    “So what did you learn?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed. Heavily. “That too many people are pissed at you.” 
 
    “I’m used to that. I’ve known that. What did you learn new?” I ignored the looks people gave me that I was being a bit much. 
 
    I hadn’t peeled Colton’s skin from his body, so I was pretty sure he could deal with me being a bit short and snippy with him. 
 
    “That it’s not one person or group doing this,” he answered evenly. “Moran paid people to come fuck with this before he died.” 
 
    “He died?” I asked, shocked since I was waiting to hear that as well. 
 
    “Yes, last night.” 
 
    “Good.” I frowned. “Shit, I’m going to lose Robyn.” 
 
    “I would assume so since the divorcee wasn’t final. Jamie said he was already talking with a few people at the culinary school who might want a side job working with your employees at the factory.” 
 
    “Good, thanks.” I sighed. “Okay, so Moran wasted money to push people to fuck with us. Whatever, we’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Wait, he said multiple people,” Isiah muttered. 
 
    Colton nodded. “It wasn’t just him. It’s also the president of that baked goods company.” 
 
    “He’s got balls. We released a statement forgiving him like you said. He’s doing it so fast after that?” 
 
    Colton snorted. “Yes, because he’s smarter than all of us. Of course, he is.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “He still wants to use the story he’s cooked up that you’re always the victim and playing it up for the attention. That it’s your marketing strategy basically and the only reason people fell into the hype of you.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I drawled. 
 
    “Yes, that asshole with the food carts who told everyone you had a contract is planning on roughing up the food trucks,” he answered, shrugging when I couldn’t hide my shock. “He lost all of his deals because his provider pulled out when he was ready to bail on them. The carts aren’t even in service and people are trying to get him out.” 
 
    “You would think after he tried to sue us and it was thrown out he was done. What an ass,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You were sued?” Isiah worried. 
 
    I nodded, rubbing my tired neck. “He wanted to sue us for damages that we didn’t do what the contract said. That fake one. Justina walked right in and demanded to see the contract or the judge throw out the case. They knew there was no contract but wanted it to hit the news and embarrass us.  
 
    “She showed the police report that the police witnessed him harassing us. So the judge didn’t let them delay and asked to see the contract with my signature. They didn’t have it. He tossed the case and gave them a lecture about frivolous cases and filing things without merit or proof.” 
 
    “Is Justina going after them?” Colton asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I forgot what she decided. I think a restraining order for the guy.” I waved off what else he was going to say. “Do you know details about the food trucks?” 
 
    “No, just they were planning to hit one.” 
 
    “How did you even learn that?” Isiah asked, all of us suspicious of Colton. 
 
    “I used magic to place a bug in the guy’s house.” He was so unrepentant and without care that he also had done something illegal it was honestly amusing. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was going to say next, but the sound of a child crying pulled me away from what I was doing. I turned and hurried over when I saw two little girls sobbing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, girls, but they lied to us,” a woman said. 
 
    “Cake pops,” the one wailed. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I squatted down by the children. 
 
    “We came for the cake pop decorating like you promised and you don’t have it,” she answered… Loudly. 
 
    So clearly she wanted attention. 
 
    “I promised?” I chuckled darkly as I stood. “How? Where? We’ve posted no such thing.” 
 
    “When I was in the store last week there was a flyer and—” 
 
    “You’re lying and we all know it,” one of our regulars interjected. “And you’re using your children as pawns. I have a mind to call DCFS on you for using these sweet little girls in your attempt to get five minutes of fame. It’s disgusting.” 
 
    And she wasn’t the only one who thought so from the way people jumped in to defend me.  
 
    The woman read the situation well and grabbed her still-crying kids and dragged them out of there. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I got the whole thing recorded and will post it,” a different woman told me. “I don’t even understand why people are targeting you like this. It’s nuts. People are nuts.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, they are,” I agreed with a sigh. “Thank you for that. Do you like fudge?” 
 
    “Girl, I like everything you make,” she teased me, more than willing to accept an extra container of fudge on top of her order as a thank-you. 
 
    But the ploy continued. I honestly couldn’t fathom paying people to hassle a bakery like they were.  
 
    And I was pissed it was messing with our actual customers. 
 
    The next day was Saturday and the bulk of our order pickups. After a bit of back and forth the night before, we decided to separate out the real orders from this bullshit. I made huge signs appear that specified which table was for people who brought their order confirmation emails like they were supposed to… And those who didn’t.  
 
    They wanted to play with us and make a scene to try and embarrass us? Fine, I could play that game as well and embarrass them. 
 
    It also gave us a visual of how many jerks there really were. Plus, Mary recorded some video of the two lines so we could handle this before people tried again at Easter. I wasn’t going to point fingers or accuse people of being bad so we didn’t fall into the trap, but I wasn’t going to let this continue. 
 
    However, I did enjoy these jerks getting a healthy dose of karma from buying my goods. Which was why I made sure I was the one working the table for people who didn’t bring their confirmations. It helped my anger and annoyance, especially given we were getting so much good press for my deal with the vampire covens. 
 
    The news was eating it up and the mystery of what bakeries we were working with locally. I wanted the focus to stay on that. I wanted things to stay happy and positive. 
 
    Just for once. 
 
    Was that really too much to ask? 
 
    Apparently, it was. 
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    I was exhausted after all the orders and jerks who pretended they ordered. It wasn’t even the magic I used since that wasn’t much. No, it was the hustle and upset of my people. They knew what was going on and it upset them. I hated that. I really did, but I couldn’t fix the dark hearts of people. 
 
    The only comfort I took was some seemed like they didn’t want to do it. Clearly, they had been pressured or pushed into it. I even told them it was okay and I knew what was going on. One woman clearly wanted to thank me, but there were others watching. 
 
    Mary said the lady came back after the pickups were done for the day and asked for an application. So clearly she worked for that awful company and wanted to get out of there. I didn’t blame her for it. 
 
    It was the people who were excited to start problems that I blamed. People who thrived on the conflict or bitching over nothing were the worst kinds of people in my book. 
 
    And they would get theirs in the afterlife. I knew that. I’d seen it. 
 
    So I was tired, so I really didn’t want to go on a date… But I also really did. With Demarcus at least. When he’d asked me out, I hadn’t hidden my shock which had amused him. I always thought of vampires in the shadows, but he did have a human image and cover with owning a few clinics. 
 
    Plus, he said he arranged it with one of the restaurants I worked with that I had really wanted to try. It was a joke to get a reservation there normally, so he’d planned this well in advance even if we were using my IOUs for the date. 
 
    My wanting to spend time with him like that pushed past my exhaustion and my upset over all that was going on. I showered and dressed myself to the nines, even using my power to put on fancy makeup and do my hair.  
 
    He was ten minutes early and waiting for me in the kitchen, talking with Willow and Tori like they were old friends. Hayden was more reserved and simply shot me a thumbs-up as I wished them good night.  
 
    Demarcus took my arm and told me I looked perfect before leading me outside and opening the door of his SUV for me. He closed me in and then jogged around the front. He was in a nice suit and looked even more handsome than normal. 
 
    And that was a tall order because Demarcus was a beautiful man. He was half French and half Egyptian and got the best of both genes. He was born hundreds of years ago when men were shorter, but he was still average now at five-nine. His darker skin always made me think of warmth, but his ice blue eyes made me shiver. 
 
    But not from the cold.  
 
    His black hair was shorter and always styled perfectly. It was softer than it looked. I knew that from kissing him and playing with it.  
 
    Something I hoped to do after dinner. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked as he pulled out onto the street. 
 
    “Fine, excited to try this place,” I said honestly, doing a double take when he frowned. “Are you—do you want to go somewhere else?” 
 
    “No, I’m interested to see how this place is with all the hype,” he answered evenly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked after a moment, thinking his response was weird and so was his demeanor. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    So something happened. His voice was tense, but if he said he was fine, I ignored it. We were allowed to have our off days or things we didn’t want to discuss. I left it alone and decided I’d just have to cheer him up and make him forget about whatever was bothering him. 
 
    Or so I tried. 
 
    After we were seated, I talked about the house I’d looked at and the real estate lawyer Justina knew who was handling it. How that crazy lady had tried to force me to be her client like Mary and Kary said people slid into DMs.  
 
    He simply nodded along but seemed only half listening. That made me nervous. I wasn’t one to be nervous though. I fully understood better how women talked about rambling on dates—or in general—when nervous and things weren’t going well. I’d never done that before. 
 
    But apparently, I could learn new bad habits… Or maybe just habits. I wasn’t sure it was a bad one, but more understandable. 
 
    Great, now I was rambling nervously in my thoughts. 
 
    He had preordered the entire menu like I had with the other restaurants so we didn’t have to worry about dealing with the server too much. Which honestly wasn’t great because I would have liked the break in conversation. 
 
    Especially since I was the only one conversing. Was it conversing if one person? Fine, I was doing all the talking. 
 
    The appetizers came and I talked about plotting the Valentine’s Day present for the twins and having one of the food trucks stationed at their campus all week. I thought it was silly, but I knew they would love it. I’d take them for a run at their favorite place on my day off and it would be great. 
 
    Still nothing. A few “that sounds nice,” or something like it.  
 
    I wanted to ask again if he was okay, but that annoyed me when I was on the other end. So I kept talking. I told him how some people had funny reactions to us giving away an eggplant with their orders like we were being dirty. We just got so many more than we could ever need or for the restaurants who would buy some of our excess. It was just funny timing. 
 
    I talked about work and expanding, how it was scary and exciting. How it had been going well with the people he had connections with, trying to say vampires without saying that. He didn’t even react much to that, and I realized I might have found the issue. 
 
    “Have any of them given you a hard time or been jerks?” I hedged, wondering if that was the tension I was feeling. 
 
    “Not at all. I’ve made a few needed connections even,” he said, completely focused on his food. 
 
    Okay then. I had no idea what was going on.  
 
    I said we should skip dessert since they kept selling out and I had all the dessert we needed. He agreed that was best, and his tone was cold which really shocked me.  
 
    I felt like I blinked and we were heading to the car after he gave our server a large tip. We weren’t paying for the meal, but both of us had better manners to stiff the server. 
 
    He was polite and opened the door for me, climbing in quietly and starting his vehicle right up. I was about to ask if I had upset him after a couple of minutes of silence, but he beat me to it. “Whatever that was tonight, I don’t want to ever do it again.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t get my mouth to work beyond that. 
 
    Demarcus gripped the steering wheel tighter than needed, enough that I heard it and saw his knuckles turn white. “I don’t know who that babbling bimbo was back there, but I’m actually insulted you thought that was what I would want from a date.” 
 
    I felt like he slapped me. I looked away from him and out my window, my eyes burning almost instantly. I knew I had to say something, but I couldn’t get my mouth to work. It was like static in my head hearing that. 
 
    And he went on. He was disappointed that our date turned into that and I would be so fake.  
 
    It was all static, and honestly I couldn’t make out most of it. A weight formed on my chest, and I realized this was what breaking up felt like. This was the pain of what normal humans went through all of the time when things didn’t work out with someone they liked. 
 
    And it was horrible.  
 
    What happened with Colton was devastating and traumatizing because of his lies and betrayal. I knew that. That wasn’t normally what happened in relationships. 
 
    But this was. Things ended, and it could take dating a lot of people to find the right one. This horrible feeling and pain were what humans went through all of the fucking time. I honestly had a new respect for them. 
 
    I was never so glad to see the bakery, and I didn’t even wait for him to put the SUV into park. I unlocked the door and had it opened as soon as it was safe. “I’m sorry tonight was such a horrible time for you.” I didn’t know what else to say, walking away and not stopping when he called my name. 
 
    I was pretty sure he did. I heard his voice over the blood rushing in my ears.  
 
    Luckily Hayden was gone, and Willow and Tori were in the back putting away ingredients and stock, so I was able to shout good night to them. I honestly couldn’t handle them asking me about the date right then or more. I made it to my apartment and locked up, staring around the place and wondering what the fuck had just happened. 
 
    Who the hell was that man I’d gone out with that night even? That wasn’t the Demarcus I knew, caring, sweet, and patient Demarcus.  
 
    Wow, people really could hide the real them. Sometimes I missed the curse because I could see their dark hearts faster. Part of me wanted to put that magic back on me but not have the rest that hurt me so much and also to have some sort of shutoff switch. 
 
    I glanced down at what I was wearing and felt a fool. I’d pushed myself when I’d been so tired and upset because I liked him, and now I was just a fool. Part of me wanted Jamie to be home, but also I was glad he wouldn’t witness me break. He was out with some college friends and said he’d crash with one of them so I had the place alone after my date. 
 
    Apparently, that wasn’t needed. 
 
    I used my power to change and lit a fire. The moment I sat on the couch, I broke down crying. What he’d said and how he’d acted hurt so, so much. I’d tried to be normal and have normal with him, and maybe I’d missed the mark, but I was so far from a bimbo and it hadn’t been an act. I’d been nervous and tired. He’d made me that nervous. 
 
    I was barely holding it together after seeing Hera. I was terrified for what came next and as thunder erupted overhead, I knew that what Hades had on his overflowing plate was Zeus. He wouldn’t let this go, and my life was seconds from crumbling and someone I loved being hurt. 
 
    And still I’d tried to have normal with a man I liked. Was that really so wrong? Too much to ask even? 
 
    All I did was help people and try to bring balance to the world and I got shit on. I always had and always would. People were that horrible and petty. There wasn’t any other way to describe people showing up to fuck with our orders and trying to start trouble. It was petty.  
 
    Shame on everyone who would eat that up and try to make us the bad guys for as much as they could. Seriously, trying to make us villains for helping homeless humans was just evil. Because I wouldn’t just hand over recipes that powerful companies wanted, they would be petty and harass us like this.  
 
    It disgusted me.  
 
    It made me want to wash my hands of humanity and this world. 
 
    It made me want to give up and my depression almost swallow me. 
 
    But at the center of my breakdown was my fear. Hera had wanted to kill me herself. I’d seen it in her eyes. She wanted me brutalized and then be able to go in for the kill herself once they’d broken me. That was how much she hated me for… I honestly didn’t know in her psycho mind.  
 
    I truly didn’t. I’d never hurt her or done anything to her. I’d only pitied her and tried to curb Zeus’s abuse of her. 
 
    How was I the monster in all of that? The person she wanted dead? 
 
    I don’t know how long I’d been crying for, but I was past the sobs when I felt Demarcus on the roof. He had bigger balls than brains if he thought we would just talk on my roof like normal after what he’d done. I sent him to his house thinking he should be grateful I didn’t put him under the ocean. 
 
    I worried when I felt Hades’s minions close, knowing they would report all of this to my brother. 
 
    The windows rattled with thunder and I sighed. Hades might be a bit too busy to deal with my dating drama. I glanced at the clock and realized it was almost time to meet with the ancient vampires. I assumed Hades was out for that night and hurried to clean myself up as best as I could before showing up there. 
 
    “What has happened, goddess?” the one closest to me whispered. “Who hurt you?” 
 
    “I would like to know the same,” Hades said as he joined us, his voice cold and deadly. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I told him. I shook my head when he demanded an answer. “It’s not any one thing, Brother. The past. Memories and fears.” I glanced up and then met his gaze, letting him see I knew they were fighting. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He hugged me, and I felt cold touch my soul as he did. I ignored it and accepted his comfort. “This is not your fault. I hate myself for not acting sooner. Please don’t worry, Sister. I won’t let them hurt you again. I’m sorry I ever let them hurt you in any way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry they hurt all of us,” I rasped, clutching onto him tightly. 
 
    “We’ll make it through this as we always have,” he said firmly. 
 
    But I knew that was a lie as he did. We hadn’t made it past anything. We’d been broken and were nothing like the people we’d once been. The truth hit me hard and I felt silly for even bothering to try, wanting to skip what we were doing that night and simply sleep the rest of my days.  
 
    That would upset my brothers and the twins, so I did what I needed to. Well… Maybe not needed to. I didn’t need to do the extras. I did… I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t what I wanted right then, but it was for future growth. Maybe I would want to tomorrow. 
 
    Life was complicated like that. 
 
    Just as I was finishing, I received a text from Tori saying she was trying the buzzer, but I wasn’t answering. I thanked Hades and everyone and was about to leave when one of the ancients mentioned Demarcus. I flinched at his name, mentally swearing when they caught it. 
 
    That first ancient who checked on me moved closer and cupped my cheek so I looked at him. 
 
    “Touch my sister again and I will end you,” Hades seethed. 
 
    The ancient immediately dropped his hand and nodded that he heard Hades. “She is a woman before anything else. I know she is your sister, but she is a gorgeous woman to the rest of us.” 
 
    I snorted, making everyone freeze. “That’s the problem with men and their hormones. And women supposedly can’t stay in control and can’t be trusted to stay detached.” I gestured over to Hades. “You don’t see him as a man first. You see a god. Someone you should fear. How is that not the same for me?” 
 
    “It is,” he said quietly. “You’re right, you are both. It is my failings and lust that see you as a woman first.” 
 
    I nodded and went to tell Hades to leave the twit alone. 
 
    But then the twit moved in front of me to keep my attention. “If that young one can’t understand that and how special you are, I wouldn’t make the same mistake and treat you how you should be treated. I know he’s not a fledgling, but apparently he’s not mature enough to know how to behave. I do.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I chuckled darkly before looking at Hades. “Don’t hurt anyone for hitting on me. Promise?” 
 
    “Fine, as long as they don’t touch you.” He shook his head. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world, no one can deny that, Sister, but you are right that men are the problem.” 
 
    “I think every woman agrees with you,” I teased, winking at him before returning home. I immediately pressed the button for the intercom. “Sorry, Tori, I had dozed in my bedroom for a bit. What’s wrong, love?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry to wake you. Isiah’s here and asked if he can come up?” 
 
    I sighed. I wanted my answer to be no, but I didn’t want my employees to be in the middle of my problems. Something Isiah clearly knew since he didn’t text me but showed up. 
 
    “Yes, of course, send him up. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. He always brings food for us too,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
    Of course, he did.  
 
    I unlocked the door and left it propped open before sitting back where I had been before by the fire. He came through the door and froze, clearly understanding I wasn’t thrilled with him from whatever he saw in my expression. 
 
    He swallowed loudly and closed up behind him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For?” I whispered, staring back at the fire. 
 
    “Being pushy. I should have texted you and checked first.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because I knew you’d want to be alone,” he admitted, sighing when I grabbed the blanket and wrapped it over me as if putting another layer between us. “I don’t want you to hurt as much as I see in your aura, Arabella. Demarcus knows he fucked up and—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about him or what happened.” 
 
    “You don’t?” he asked after a few moments. “Do you want ice cream?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Okay so you’re really pissed at me,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t want you to hurt.” 
 
    “Well, your magic can’t fix that if mine can’t,” I said, my tone snippier than I meant it to be. “That was harsh.” 
 
    “But not untrue,” he admitted as he took off his jacket and put the ice cream in the freezer. “It’s not magic but understanding how men can be stupid.” 
 
    I shot him a hurt look. “Well, I’m not. I heard him just fine, and I don’t need you to come explain it to me. I don’t want to talk to you about this. What other way do I need to say that to you?” 
 
    He frowned. “Why not? You’ve talked to me about Colton and other things.” 
 
    “Which was weird and made me feel…” I wasn’t sure how to say what I’d felt. I wanted to say weak, but I felt that on my own not because of Isiah. Plus, he’d felt good helping me and I didn’t want to take his nice deed away. “I’ve cried to you about other men in my life enough, Isiah.” 
 
    “That’s not our lives,” he said gently. He took off his boots and came into the living room, clearly not leaving or backing down. 
 
    Which annoyed me. Validly or not, I wasn’t sure, but I was annoyed with him and how he was behaving—everyone even. 
 
    “Look, I know Demarcus talked to you when I had hurt you. I owed him for that, and he rightfully called me on that. So I heard him out and said I would talk to you.” 
 
    “So you’re taking his side,” I rasped as I moved my feet to the sofa and hugged my knees. “Great. Please leave.” 
 
    “No, I’m not taking his side. He was an idiot. Full stop. You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Then why are you here to talk to me?” 
 
    “Because he hurt you. I don’t like it when you hurt, Arabella.” He sat on the couch but stayed on the other side of it. He sat facing me and moved his arm to the back of it but still couldn’t reach me. “He said he stuck his foot in his mouth trying to explain how he felt and he was scared you tuned him out after that. You reacted like you did.” 
 
    I snorted. “Stuck his foot in his mouth, huh? He called me a bimbo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to punch him for that,” he grumbled. 
 
    I frowned and then looked at him. “So why come talk to me after he did that then?” 
 
    “Because…” He sighed, pulling his foot onto the couch as well. “I understand what he wanted to say—what he felt. He said it all like an asshole. He’s in the wrong, but what he said hurt you and it’s not what he felt.” 
 
    “What did he feel then? I’m not a bimbo?” I snarked, focusing back on the fire. 
 
    “No, you’re not, and he doesn’t think you are one. He was trying to say he didn’t like the act you were putting on. He knew you were upset and afraid, but you fibbed about being fine and put on an act. It upset him like you couldn’t be honest with him.” 
 
    I slowly looked at Isiah and couldn’t hide my shock and annoyance. “We were in a public, packed restaurant and he wanted me to tell him how terrified I am that Hera showed up? Is he the bimbo?” 
 
    “Yes,” Isiah chuckled. 
 
    I felt better when he said that and seemed to really be on my side. I sighed and leaned my head on my knees. “This is weird, Isiah. I keep turning to you about issues I shouldn’t.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We aren’t normal people. I want you, I’ve never hidden that, but I also want to be your friend. I need you in my life, and I’ve got things that are weird for a normal relationship too.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I looked back at the fire. “It’s not smart to get so involved with people close in my orbit though. I need Demarcus and his coven now. It’s too complicated. I need less complicated after all that’s happened.” 
 
    “Like the wolf who has no other responsibilities than you now?” he said, his tone tense. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that as pointed as—” 
 
    “I could make you as happy as he does if you gave me the chance.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, hearing clearly what he was saying. “What did you see?” 
 
    “More than I wanted to, but I wasn’t jealous how you’re probably thinking. I wanted to be included.” He took a deep breath when I flinched. “I know you’re not ready for that.” 
 
    “I might not ever be,” I whispered. “I know it’s horrible, but I warned you that I will always be scared of priests, Isiah. Seeing their descendants—knowing I had one in my bed and what his elders want to do with me—I’m struggling. It’s not fair but yes, Jamie isn’t as complicated for me. Being with him still makes me feel like Arabella with just Jamie.” 
 
    And I broke down crying again. I hated myself for it. I hated that I hurt Isiah, but I couldn’t handle all of this as I should right then. Things were too complicated and Demarcus hurt me. 
 
    “Talk to me,” he begged as he moved closer and hugged me. “If this is what you can give me right now, I accept that. Just don’t leave me. I need you. I’ll wait. I’ll be flexible, just please don’t pick him over me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing. I had fun just getting lost in Jamie,” I admitted. “I wanted to be normal tonight and I got nervous. He called me a bimbo.” I caved and told him all about it and how hard I tried not to bring my problems to the date and how nervous I got because Demarcus seemed upset about something.  
 
    Once I calmed down, Isiah told me what Demarcus had told him. Basically, he’d been hurt that I’d brushed him off instead of being honest with him and then he’d thought I’d played the part of his date as I thought he’d want. That offended him, and he didn’t want to make a scene in public, but the moment we were in the vehicle it boiled over. 
 
    The moment he saw my reaction though he realized he was missing something and tried to talk to me. He realized I’d tuned out or just shut down and had been begging me to tell him what was really going on.  
 
    And his heart had broken at what I said when he’d dropped me off. That was why he’d tried to talk to me but when I’d sent him away, he’d called Isiah in a panic to make sure I was okay at least.[EF1][LC2] 
 
    I shook my head when he was done. “It wasn’t an act. I didn’t want to talk about Hera on my first Valentine’s date. Was that really so wrong?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all,” Isiah whispered. “He was an idiot. An idiot who was just as nervous as you were and fucked up. We’re men. That’s our job.” 
 
    I snorted, knowing he was trying to make me feel better. And I was glad he sided with me, but it all just hurt. 
 
    And I was tired of hurting. 
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    My Monday morning started with flowers. Most would love that.  
 
    They were yellow roses. Most would probably like them less then… Anyone smart at least. That meant someone messed up and was using pretty roses as their apology. Well, it had better be part of it only. That was true for me, but it was also embarrassing because they came from two separate men. 
 
    And delivered by the same florist. That was the embarrassing part. The man gave me a look like he wanted to say a lot and probably several comments about me being a whore and leading men on. It killed me how many had that opinion of victims of sexual crimes.  
 
    It made me hate people. The victims were never to blame in other crimes unless they were stupid and left their doors unlocked. Even then, people were understanding and sympathetic.  
 
    Not for women who were sexually hurt. No, it was always about what we’d done, and that mindset had not changed enough in the many years I’d been alive. It had gotten worse a lot of times and that drove me nuts. 
 
    But that was why the roses left an extra salty taste in my mouth. I left them in the café since we still weren’t having customers in there. The bright flowers helped even with the ugly plywood instead of windows. We were still waiting for those to come in since they were custom ordered. 
 
    Honestly, it was giving my employees some much needed relief. Picking up orders was much easier than waiting on people choosing. I really thought having a few days when it was orders-only would be really nice given we were only closed one day a week. 
 
    It wasn’t like we weren’t understanding. We were. A few times people came in for lunch and their phone hadn’t finished the order or their service dropped off. That was fine and we served them. It was more the having to watch people who kept not behaving like sneaking upstairs or trying to get dirt. It was sad, but that was the reality of how things were going. 
 
    “Colton’s still trying?” Irene asked when I came back in the kitchen. She sighed when I nodded. 
 
    “The date with Demarcus didn’t go well if Isiah was here Sunday morning,” Nan hedged. She was already supposed to be off, but she was hanging in back with us eating her breakfast before she left. 
 
    “No, because apparently I turn into a rambling bimbo when I get nervous,” I grumbled. 
 
    “He did not say that,” Nan hissed, both of them groaning when I nodded. 
 
    I felt much better they had that reaction. 
 
    “Something similar happened with my husband,” Irene said quietly.  
 
    Nan and I shared a look, both of us freezing. Irene had lost her husband about a year ago overseas and while she didn’t hide that, she very rarely talked about him.  
 
    “Oh?” I said easily. 
 
    She nodded, extra focused on what she was doing. “We met in high school. My parents were very strict. Very strict.” 
 
    “I wondered why you weren’t in contact with them,” Nan admitted. 
 
    Irene bobbed her head. “I studied hard and didn’t look at boys but he—everyone liked him. He wasn’t the typical jock or ass like boys that age. He was popular but always polite and kind. I saw him, but I was scared it would ever get back to my parents that I spoke to a boy and would get the belt.” 
 
    Nan whistled and I sighed. Parents were too much like owners of their children instead of… Parents. 
 
    Or now too many wanted to be their friends and overcorrect from how they grew up. It was a tough job, and I never said I was the example of how to parent, but people needed to take a step back and look at what they were doing sometimes. 
 
    Most times. 
 
    “I saved up my money, and the moment I graduated I packed up and left. My parents would never have let me leave if they’d known. My grandpa knew and let me have his car to escape in. He paid for my first semester in culinary school.”  
 
    “Good man,” I praised. 
 
    She smiled and her shoulders relaxed. “He always hated my dad but said it was his fault his daughter didn’t turn out stronger. He said he wasn’t going to make the same mistake with his granddaughter. We were from a small town, and I knew the city was dangerous for someone sheltered like me, but Boston wasn’t New York or Chicago. That seemed okay. 
 
    “And I took the chance. It was hard, really hard, and I was scared all of the time. What I didn’t know was that my husband’s family hit hard times and he didn’t have money for college like he’d thought. He joined the military so he could help them out, and his aunt had a place they could rent in Boston. So I’m six months into living here and he comes back from basic to see them. 
 
    “I was never more surprised when he walked into the bakery I was working at after I graduated culinary school. He didn’t recognize me at first.” She smiled again. “He says he did, but I know he didn’t. Not that first time and he was such a fibber. But he came back the next morning. And then the next just to see me.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” Nan said gently. 
 
    She nodded, a tear falling down her cheek. “The pain now was worth being with him. I have his son and will always have that piece of him. Nothing can change that. And when it’s my time, I’ll be with him again in heaven and it all will be worth it.” 
 
    I felt pain lance through my chest. There was no heaven and that wasn’t where her husband was.  
 
    And I hadn’t fixed the underworld like I’d promised long ago, so he didn’t have a heaven to go to. Wow, talk about wounding someone when they had no idea. 
 
    I swallowed loudly and nodded along with the rest of her story, guilt eating at my stomach in a way it hadn’t in so many years. I took a break on the roof to try and settle myself but instead someone uninvited showed up. 
 
    Wasn’t that just my life? 
 
    “If you’ve come here for trouble, Hades will end you in an instant,” I warned as I felt the power of a god. Not a strong one, but definitely a god from what I was feeling. 
 
    “I mean no harm or trouble,” she said as she revealed herself to me. “I was simply curious. I apologize for simply showing up. I can come back another time if you wish?” 
 
    “But you will come back,” I chuckled darkly, studying the beauty before me.  
 
    She frowned. “I heard you were very kind and were abused so I thought you might understand.” 
 
    I felt her sadness and toned back my attitude. “Are you being abused, child?” 
 
    “I would say yes, but there are too many who think I am not.” 
 
    “Give me an example,” I tried. 
 
    She frowned. “You could figure out who I am then and hate me because of who I was born from.” 
 
    “Trust goes both ways and I’m not into games.” 
 
    She nodded. “I was forced to marry my half-brother.” 
 
    “Yes, that is absolutely abuse,” I said firmly, nodding when she flinched. “Child, if someone forced you to marry, they are a monster, and incest is never okay, even among the gods.” I swallowed loudly, understanding why she came to me specifically. “He forces himself on you?” 
 
    “No, I am not his type,” she said, relief in her tone. “But people do not know that. They think I stay in my rooms to recover from his attentions mostly. It protects me from the others, but I am hated for many reasons. Many reasons beyond my control.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that, but I don’t know why you came to me.” 
 
    “You broke free. Some say you are rebuilding your power because you remade yourself. I wish I was that strong, but I am not. I think I simply wanted to…” 
 
    “See how the other side works?” 
 
    “Yes. And life down here.” 
 
    So she had been very sheltered then. I didn’t know her, so she was definitely born or made after I left. “You are welcome to visit as often as you like as long as you don’t start trouble for me, child—what is your name? I cannot keep calling you ‘child.’” 
 
    “Forgive me if I pick a different name?” she asked, her voice quiet enough that it was barely on the wind. “You picked your own and who you want to be. I wish to do the same.” 
 
    “Then think hard on the name. Don’t give it to me today. You can think about your new name for the life you would like to have.” 
 
    She beamed at me. “Yes, thank you. I will do that.” She frowned as she studied me. “You were very sad when you came up here. May I ask why?” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “That is a very long conversation.” 
 
    “Then what upset you to come up here?” 
 
    That was an easier one to answer. “My human friend was talking about how she can’t wait to see her husband in heaven again.” 
 
    She nodded her head. “And there is no heaven because Zeus failed this world and the people.” 
 
    I couldn’t hide my shock that she would so openly bash Zeus like that. 
 
    She glanced away but let out a soft chuckle. “Much has changed since you left. Hera and Zeus can blame Hades all they want and lie he keeps the souls hostage, but many know the truth. You left before I was born, but few believe the lies they tell. Many are as tired of them as I am, but I don’t—I’m not a leader to rally them.” 
 
    “Don’t expect me to. I never wanted that path, and even after all he’s done to me, I don’t know I could be party to putting Zeus away like we did our father.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t expect you would.” 
 
    “What did you think then?” 
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “That Zeus will never leave you be, neither will Hera, and they will force your hand. Hades would destroy them before risking you again, and it will probably come to that. Many think they deserve it for what was done to you.” 
 
    “And yet you don’t know the truth. My own brothers didn’t,” I warned. 
 
    “Will you tell me next time? I want to live my life with truths, no more lies.” 
 
    I studied her and saw her scared determination. “As you wish.” 
 
    She beamed at me again, having the innocence of the twins even if she was probably thousands of years old. “Thank you. I will visit after you vanquish your current foes. I wish you the best of luck on that, but we both know you don’t need it.” 
 
    And then she was gone. I almost laughed. It was so odd to have a goddess simply show up. 
 
    But which foe did she mean? Unfortunately, there were several options. 
 
    I went downstairs and Nan was gone. I told the others goodbye and headed over to the rental kitchen to finish up what Si-Woo was putting together. We had just as much Valentine’s Day crazy with the restaurants as we did everywhere else.  
 
    On the bright side, the exclusive trifle we had for each of them was a hit and helped a lot. They received a delivery directly from the factory with all of the pieces that they assembled when the dessert was ordered.  
 
    We flew through the rest, and she asked if she could keep working on her technique. She also wanted to try and come up with other ideas since changing things up was the main draw for the people who wanted the desserts at the restaurant. I agreed and promised I’d even get her a list of options of what was in my recipe books that she might put pieces together. 
 
    That excited her to the point she practically had hearts swirling around her. She was a hard worker and so in love with her job that it made me feel better to have made her dreams come true. 
 
    And get her away from her asshole parents. 
 
    Colton was walking towards the bakery when I was and I froze, honestly considering turning around and making up an excuse to return to Si-Woo. 
 
    He’d already seen me though and jogged over as if knowing where my mind was. “So clearly you weren’t told yet,” he hedged as he studied me. 
 
    “Probably not. Told what?” 
 
    “Robyn asked to see me but not publicly.” 
 
    “You live in the same damn building,” I snapped. “Why is my bakery needed?” 
 
    He did a double take and let out a slow breath. “Because she said she was comfortable with this. I don’t know, but I didn’t suggest it. I’m sorry. I thought she cleared it with you first.” 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath and stared up at the sky. No, she hadn’t, and I would put money on Robyn trying to help Colton out and give him an excuse to see me after he’d helped her. My employees didn’t know what he’d done wrong, simply that he’d done something wrong.  
 
    I couldn’t even get mad that she was trying to help him. She probably thought she was helping me too. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “Fine, but in the future, tell her you don’t want to push me, and while you appreciate her support, you know my seeing you hurts me.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, seeming at a loss to keep up with what I blurted out or that Robyn was trying to help him. I didn’t wait for an answer, turning on my heel and heading for the bakery. Fuck Colton. This was my place and my haven, and I was tired of it all reminding me of him. 
 
    “Um, did you get my flowers?” he asked as I opened the back door. 
 
    “I’m not sure she could tell which were yours in the sea of them,” Irene answered for me, her tone frosty. She had been all in his corner, but when she saw how hurt I was from what he’d done, she didn’t hide how much he should piss off. “I did, and yellow roses are cliché. I would have thought better of you once, but you apparently are basic.” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock she laid into him like that. I blinked at the very sweet woman and tried to make my mouth work. 
 
    “Amen, Sister,” Susie agreed. “There are so many other pretty deliveries now that I think those should go in the trash.” She smirked at Colton. “Jamie makes her come down here smiling and happy every morning. That’s much better than throwing money at a woman when you fuck up.” 
 
    “I love you both as well,” I chuckled when Colton looked like he wanted to melt into the floor… And might pound Jamie.  
 
    “Why are you even here?” Karmie added. “Begging her to take you back after you didn’t treat her right? Boy, she’s got men lining up, so you’re a fool and leave it be with what little pride you got left.” 
 
    Colton let out a slow breath. “Well, at least you know your employees love you and don’t badmouth you when you’re not around. Apparently, they have me for that.” 
 
    Even I chuckled. Susie and Irene lost the battle and let out a bit of a laugh, but Karmie just snorted and looked at Colton like he was shit. 
 
    It was amusing, but what Susie said hit me and I frowned. “Other deliveries? I thought just the yellow roses.” 
 
    “Oh no, you have a dozen more already,” Susie bragged. “And from what the florist’s delivery guy said, you’ve got more coming.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as Colton blurted out, “from whom?” I gave Colton the look he deserved. “That’s not your business.” I waited until he gave a sharp nod, crossing his arms over his chest. “From whom?” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “I just had him set them all on the high-top tables.” 
 
    “People know what you look like now, Arabella,” Irene said quietly. “And you’re the most gorgeous woman any of us have ever seen without the help of Photoshop. Even the men who came in with sisters or family saw you and know you’re beautiful. This can’t be the first time you’ve gotten attention on Valentine’s Day.” 
 
    “It is,” I muttered and headed out to the café. I tripped over my feet and didn’t need Colton’s help, but he grabbed my arm anyways just in case. I muttered a thanks and pulled away. 
 
    “If I did nothing else right, I’m glad I helped free you of that curse so you could experience this,” he said under his breath, his tone sad. “You deserve to be wooed and treasured like this. It should have always been how people treated you instead of what happened.” He turned and went upstairs, knowing the code since he’d been involved in putting up that door for us. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I felt treasured though. Was it being treasured to receive gifts from people who didn’t even know me?  
 
    That felt more like being worshiped again, and that had turned out so horribly last time. It actually made my blood thud in my ears. I stared at the flowers and spots filled my vision. I tried to turn away, but I was frozen. I didn’t want to be worshiped ever again because it turned to hate when I didn’t reciprocate. 
 
    Or people got greedy with me. They always got greedy and had darkness in their hearts.  
 
    Always. 
 
    Everything went dark before I realized what was going on. 
 
    “She is my sister,” Poseidon said as I came back around.  
 
    “She doesn’t talk to her family and was afraid of them,” Irene argued. “We can take her.” 
 
    “She was afraid of our eldest brother. I am the youngest,” Poseidon argued. 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Colton cut in. 
 
    “Well, we don’t trust you either,” Susie blasted. 
 
    “This is my brother,” I managed to get out, grabbing my head. “Sorry, yes, I made up with my youngest and middle brothers. I was planning on introducing you but—” 
 
    “Business took me away,” Poseidon cut in. “Rest, Sister. It’s lovely to meet you. Arabella has told me about all of you. I’m Morgan, her baby brother as she likes to tease.” 
 
    Morgan was the name he was using for humans then. It was a good fit.  
 
    Which meant the twins had helped him to get situated with a cover like we had, but I’d been too busy. Whoops. 
 
    “What happened?” I muttered as I curled into Poseidon.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispered. “I was going to ask you. I came in and your eyes rolled up in your head.” 
 
    It hit me fast. “The flowers from strangers. It scared me. The past will happen again.” 
 
    “Not this time,” he promised, kissing my forehead. “Let me take her upstairs and I will help however you need.” 
 
    “It’s fine for now, but she handles the majority of the pickup orders starting at one,” Irene worried. 
 
    “I’ll rest until then and be fine, I promise.” 
 
    “You can’t keep pushing like you do, Arabella,” Susie worried. “I know you want to save all of us and help everyone, but you can’t. Even Jesus couldn’t save everyone. You have to stop.” 
 
    “I’ll be good,” I mumbled, Poseidon and I both flinching at the mention of our brother by his alias.  
 
    “I’ll help them upstairs,” Colton said. 
 
    “Let him,” Poseidon chuckled. 
 
    “No, he’s here to help Robyn. That’s more important than you poking at him. Please?” 
 
    “Of course. The dung beetle can be of use as you want or I will squish him.” 
 
    “Well, I like this guy,” Karmie chuckled as she pushed the button for the elevator. “He’s got Arabella’s swag for sure.” 
 
    “I’m rather fond of a fighter like you as well, Karmie. I hope your ex dies a horrible death.” 
 
    “You and me both,” she chuckled darkly. 
 
    Unfortunately, the man hadn’t. He must have fallen on misfortune after I’d dosed him with my power, but he hadn’t killed anyone, so he was still alive. 
 
    “Thank you, Brother,” I said when we were upstairs alone. 
 
    “Will you tell me what happened?” he asked after he got me situated on the couch. 
 
    I nodded and told him where my head had been. How I felt like I was watching the same car wreck and how scared I’d been. How angry I was that Zeus set me up to fail and that was more important than what had happened to me. How much I hated myself for leaving Hades alone in his suffering. 
 
    “I was thinking about that,” Poseidon muttered when I was done. “I think you’re right we don’t fix the underworld. I think we take hints from the mythologies and ideas of it. Writers have said there are entrances to the underworld through bottomless lakes and volcanos.” 
 
    “Yes, all nonsense,” I sighed. “I wish it was that simple.” 
 
    “Right, but I can bequeath part of the water to Hades. You can land. What if we do that as cells to hold the truly horrible souls? Let them drown over and over again forever. Or burn in a volcano.” 
 
    “Humans explore all of that now.” 
 
    “Right, but what if they did and still couldn’t see it? What if we hid it?” He nodded when I frowned. “They might look inside the volcano, but they’re not swimming in there. We could make it look like what it was and they would be none the wiser. Even the ocean. They have viewed the bottom now, but the levels rise. Dig it out more and hide it with magic.” 
 
    “That would be a massive amount of power to hold all of the evil souls in the underworld. Neither of us has that.” 
 
    “No, but Hades does.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I think he’s too without hope to try. I think the idea has potential, but it’s on us to do it, Brother. It has to take too much power to handle all he does now with his minions and keeping control. He can’t risk that.” I did a double take. “But they have never been to the core of this world. What if we took out a chunk and let the souls burn there?” 
 
    Poseidon stared at his hands but then slowly nodded. “That could work. That’s your domain, and taking out part of the overheating core could help this planet. In theory?” 
 
    “We could take a small part to start and see,” I muttered. “Plus, with you helping the oceans and waters—it could work.” 
 
    “It could work,” he agreed, smiling at me. “See, there is always hope. We are plotting together as we didn’t before. This is not the past but a new future.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I really do.” 
 
    I needed him to be right. 
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    I talked to Kary and Mary, and they put out a statement on our social media that we appreciated everyone’s support, but it made me uncomfortable to receive gifts from men I didn’t know, especially when I’d never talked to them. I owned a bakery and wasn’t an actress, so it was weird. Really weird. 
 
    The twins phrased it better than that, but they made it clear I wasn’t flattered but creeped out.  
 
    Again, they said it better than that.  
 
    It seemed to work though because there weren’t as many on Wednesday, and Susie said people had called in saying they couldn’t cancel the gifts coming so to simply donate them. Others called trying to talk to me directly to apologize, but Susie was awesome and handled it like a pro. 
 
    And then there were the monsters who clearly liked hearing I was uncomfortable because they showed up against the rules of the bakery and tried to talk to me. Luckily, Isiah and Jamie had thought the statement might backfire and were playing bouncers for the bakery.  
 
    “This is madness,” I grumbled as soon as the pickup orders started on actual Valentine’s Day. We were going from eight in the morning instead of the afternoon, and there was a line at the tables already. “We’re never going to be allowed to do this when more stores open here.” 
 
    “I’d think they’d be fine with it given people were already here and might stop in their places on a whim,” Jamie said and nodded behind me.  
 
    Sure enough, two women with our Karma Bakery paper bags loaded up were heading to the jewelry store that had opened recently.  
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “But this is still over the top,” I worried. 
 
    Sure enough, people were complaining from their cars that there was no parking and the actual parking garage was full. I didn’t even know what to do about that, but it must have reached Colton’s ears because he came hurrying out of the bakery a few minutes later. 
 
    “You are the only one who can have customers park there and it’s completely full,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You brought us here, so don’t fucking bitch to me,” I said under my breath at a level no human could hear. 
 
    He did though from the way he flinched. “I wasn’t complaining. I don’t know how to fix it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “My life isn’t yours to fix. People will leave after they get their orders and others can take the spots. They should have planned earlier when it wasn’t crazy like this if they weren’t willing to wait. We warned everybody it would be a madhouse.” 
 
    “This was the only day I could sneak out of work,” the woman before me mumbled. “But you did warn everyone.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry for the crazy, it’s why we’re giving out extra fudge,” I told her as I handed her a container. “Happy Valentine’s Day, love.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Then I remembered I was dealing with the line of people who didn’t actually have orders. Shit. 
 
    Oh well. It made it fun for me when I got to deny the next people because they didn’t bother to bring their printed orders like we told them to. 
 
    But Colton was right and we needed a better plan. 
 
    Another problem for tomorrow. 
 
    “You go back to the happy line,” Mary said from behind me. She smiled when I turned around and couldn’t hide my confusion. “Our professors gave us the day off since we’re all ahead of assignments as long as we brought them treats. One even mentioned to us that this might break our mom. So we’re here and dealing with the bullshit.” 
 
    The two people right at the front didn’t like being called that but Mary wasn’t having it. 
 
    “You know you don’t really have orders, and we know who sent you, so shut your faces and be grateful we’re handling things this way. Because if you really made a scene and tried to go to the media, our attorneys would eat you.” 
 
    “Yeah, they would, and we’d dig up every dirty little secret you’ve ever had,” Kary added. “So next time they want to pull this shit, make sure you’re too busy or have plans because the big guys don’t get in trouble, the people who do the dirty work do. People like you.” 
 
    “Well, you two have fun then,” I chuckled, kissing each of their cheeks. 
 
    It was exactly what I needed too. I went to the fun line with cute kids and everyone excited to share love. There was a whole group of munchkins from the same playgroup that I gave extras to. They squealed like it was the best thing ever to receive chocolate-dipped heart marshmallows. 
 
    The fun they had made even the grumpy people in line chill out. 
 
    “Can I get a picture with you?” a man asked as he started coming behind the table. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. “And please remember yourself.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “I just wanted a picture.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t blow this for the rest of us,” a different man called over. “They waved the rule to be nice, and you’re just making it clear why it was needed.” He stepped out of line and grabbed the guy away from me when the first didn’t look like he’d back down. “Dude, she said no. What the fuck is wrong with you assholes that don’t hear that?” 
 
    “Do you even have an order, or are you just here to hassle her?” the woman at the front of the line demanded. 
 
    It was clearly on the guy’s face that he didn’t have an order.  
 
    “It’s just a damn selfie,” he defended when he saw people were annoyed. “Don’t act like I slapped her ass or something. Everyone talks about her, so I wanted to see her and get a selfie.” 
 
    “She’s not an animal at the zoo where you just come up here and take pictures,” the second guy growled. “She is a bakery owner, not a damn model or actress, and they earn more respect than you thinking you have that right. Now beat it before you really piss me off that I lost my spot in line for your bullshit.” 
 
    The second guy had about fifty pounds of muscle on the first, and apparently the first had enough self-preservation to listen and left. 
 
    “I think it’s fine if the nice man skips the line, right?” I asked the others, glad when they all nodded. “What’s your name, love?” 
 
    He told me and thanked people that he didn’t have to go to the end of the line. He’d only been about ten spots back, so it really wasn’t that big of a deal with how fast we were finding orders and getting people on their way. 
 
    “Thank you for stepping in,” I said as I gave him three extra containers of fudge. 
 
    “Thank you for waving the rule for this. My wife is in a bad way her first pregnancy, and I’m desperate to give her anything I can to make her smile.” 
 
    “Good on you.” An idea hit me and it made me smile. “I’ve decided to start giving out waivers to the rule. Any man who has the card after showing he’s a gentleman can come to the bakery unaccompanied. Call next week and I’ll get you set up with the first one.” 
 
    “Thanks, really. My wife has been dying to try your treats, but this is far from us and…” He shrugged. That was just how life was. 
 
     I nodded and thanked him again.  
 
    We went on for hours and hours of pickups, trucks coming and being unloaded before leaving to go get more. And still, we handled all the jerks who lied about the orders. I also sent a van full of treats to all the local news stations for their coverage. Yes, some I was being sarcastic with given they tore into us all of the time like I was the best liberal thing to hate. 
 
    But they would get theirs from my treats. The nice, fair media could enjoy the perks. That was how karma worked.  
 
    We also delivered a ton of everything to all of the local hospitals. We had wanted to do the police and fire department, but they’d gotten a lot of love from us already. Plus, we couldn’t make that much happen without someone doing some real math. They could get love in the off-holiday times. 
 
    So the rest of the year. 
 
    Everyone was exhausted when the last order was picked up well after we closed. I felt exhausted and I was a damn goddess, so I couldn’t even imagine what the others felt. 
 
    I sent all our extra high school helpers home with a bonus of lots of treats along with all of our regular employees. 
 
    “We have to change things,” Kary worried once it was just the three of us and the bakery was closed. “We can’t do this again. People were blocking traffic for miles and—people were validly pissed. We have to figure out another way.” 
 
    “I know. I have been—I think I have, but I don’t know. We’ll see if I can make it work. If not, we can think of something else.” I shook my head when they wanted to know what I was up to. “You are both college students and loving it. I’ve got this. It’s a family business and I will always need your help, but I’m not letting you carry the burden anymore.” 
 
    “Plus, you’re growing as well and realizing you can handle more than you thought,” Kary praised. “And we’re proud of you for that, Mom. Really. You’re so badass that we are over the moon how you’re thriving.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I am,” I admitted. 
 
    Mary snorted. “No one feels like they are unless they’re assholes. We’re all in the middle of our own storms and can’t see it. When you look back and have more distance, you’ll see how amazing what you’re doing is. Really. All of this in a few months is amazing, even if you’re a goddess.” 
 
    I hoped so. 
 
    The next morning when Jamie, Jacob, and Rebecca were ready, we arrived at a location in Charlotte, North Carolina… And found a lot more people than I’d expected. I glanced at Rebecca and saw she was just as shocked. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jamie promised under his breath when I stepped away. “They’re nervous, not full of malice.” 
 
    People realized we’d arrived and started kneeling. 
 
    I let out a slow breath and did my best to move past how many priests were gathered. Then I looked at Jacob. “For the record, there are about ten people here that don’t believe I’m a goddess. But they still kneel. You know why?” 
 
     “Self-preservation,” Rebecca muttered. 
 
    “Exactly. They understand they don’t know everything in the world, and they’d rather be respectful of someone who doesn’t deserve it than proven wrong later and risk those consequences. My brother was very ready to walk you into the underworld to prove who we were. If Isiah didn’t love you as he does, it would have been your fate. Be smarter.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Jacob sighed, dipping his head to me. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    I told them to rise and we started with introductions and I felt my head about to explode with names and locations. “Wait, wait. This was supposed to be a meeting with him.” I pointed to the head of the coven who lived in Charlotte. “That’s it. They’re truckers and we could use them.” 
 
    “So are we, goddess,” another priest said, raising his hand. His coven was from Atlanta if I kept it all straight. 
 
    Jamie blew out a harsh breath. “And I invited the wolves I’ve met from Knoxville since I have an idea.” 
 
    A different man nodded. “I told the local covens. The head of the vampires asked I speak for our whole community since they rest.” 
 
    That seemed to be the consensus for all of them. They were in with their vampires and would bring the information back to them.  
 
    Okay then. Wow. 
 
     “Let’s try this again,” I sighed. “Charlotte, Atlanta, Knoxville, and where else?” 
 
    Nashville. 
 
    Columbia, South Carolina. 
 
    Wilmington, North Carolina. 
 
    Charleston, South Carolina. 
 
    Huntsville, Alabama. 
 
    Roanoke, Virginia. 
 
    “I invited the Charleston coven,” Jacob admitted, shrugging when I sighed. “I didn’t know everyone else would invite people.” 
 
    “We’re all pretty desperate,” Jamie’s acquaintance admitted. “Not all of us come from rich families like Jamie. Or our families have had to run at one point and lost everything, but he says even the infected wolves around you are doing better and thriving. Money gives protection and nothing shady would be going on with a bakery, so we’re in.” 
 
    I snorted, shocking everyone there. “Don’t assume sweets are a nice business. I’ve had lots try to do everything under the sun to me to get recipes and more.” 
 
    He nodded. “I meant on your side. If Jamie’s involved then you’re a good person.” 
 
    That was debatable, but I understood they were trying to say they could get on board with what was going on. 
 
    “We need truckers, but I don’t know how you even think I could incorporate the rest of you,” I muttered, glancing at Rebecca who simply sighed. Yeah, the men spun out this meeting, something the two other women there seemed to realize and were amused at as well. 
 
    “I’m the leader of the coven in Huntsville and our vampire coven partners with us. We have about a dozen female infected wolves we’ve taken under our protection as well,” one of the women told me, dipping her head. “I was personally hoping you might want to branch out into our area. Not a huge factory, but the reports are you’ve outgrown it. 
 
    “We would take responsibility for a smaller factory, one item like cookie dough. We did our research and saw how those machines work to give you the tubs for Costco. Or we heard you put in a huge auto machine that practically flies. We could learn and handle mass-producing cookies for you. That was our hope. Not publicly or with humans.” 
 
    I studied her as I listened, nodding as she talked. “Would you take in more witches and infected wolves?” 
 
    “Females, yes. Maybe young males who haven’t been…” 
 
    “Warped into the whole ‘we own bitches’ mentality,” I finished for her, nodding when she did. I glanced to Jamie. “Is this what you wanted with your contacts?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said, Jacob echoing him as well. “I was thinking you should branch out into brownies. Trays ready to bake or already baked trays that are like your dinner party cakes that could look like others made them. Maybe toppings on the side or frozen batter they could cook on their own. I wasn’t sure what was best.” 
 
    “I was thinking donuts,” Jacob admitted. “Too much is going on in that big factory. And with too many eyes. If you had smaller hidden subsidiaries for different parts, you could control a lot more without everyone watching. And those donut machines put out crazy numbers. You could be the next boxed donut option in every grocery store.” 
 
    I snorted. “It would serve them right for trying to steal recipes from me.” 
 
    Jacob’s lips twitched. “Absolutely, but while I’m not knocking your employees as they work hard, the cake donuts—even I could do that with your setup. It’s idiotproof and not scary for non-bakers. Mix and put in the droppers. Cool and box. Let it run and run. Costco wants more. Everyone wants more.” 
 
    I held up my hand when he seemed to ramp up again. “I’m not against the idea. Fine, let everyone have jobs and help us.” I took in the relief from everyone but sighed. “But I have alliances with the leaders we deal with. They know they are dead if they betray us. Are you all willing to do the same?” 
 
    Several exchanged looks, and Rebecca’s contact was the one who answered first. “I believe you are a goddess, but after Rebecca told me of our past—that is not a life my coven wants. We will respect you and absolutely never betray you, but I do not—” 
 
    “The old ways are dead,” I said firmly. “I do not want priests or temples either. I want all of us to thrive. The problem is when I’m not fire and brimstone, people become stupid and think I’m a pushover.” I stared down the group. “Let me assure you that I’m not. Several warlocks were recently stupid with me and I melted one from the inside out. It didn’t faze me to do.” 
 
    The man swallowed loudly. “What did he do that you did that?” 
 
    “He tried to kill someone helping me. He wanted that spot closer to me and tried to kill him.” 
 
    The man snorted. “I hope it was painful then, but that is exactly why we don’t want to be close to you. Help you? Of course. Work well together? Absolutely, but we know standing next to a god makes us a target.” 
 
    “It does, so we are in agreement on that. I want your word that you will keep your people in line. No back deals. Play fair with me or it won’t be jail.” 
 
    “What if the young ones make a mistake?” that woman worried. 
 
    I sighed. “It depends on the mistake. If they sneak their friends treats—kids will be kids. If they try to fuck with us and put rat poison in the goods—they’re dead no matter their age.” 
 
    “Again, fair,” she said.  
 
    And that seemed the consensus.  
 
    Great.  
 
    But what the hell did I still do with all of these people? 
 
    “There is a layer of security I wanted given what Arabella has been through and people take advantage of help all of the time,” Jamie said to me, nodding to his acquaintance. “We’ve already worked it out for your approval.” He cleared his throat and then got squirmy. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I chuckled, rubbing my tired neck. 
 
    “Hades will buy the facility,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Why? I can make gold appear as easily as he can,” I muttered, studying his pretty eyes and trying to figure out where his mind was. 
 
    “Of course, but right or wrong, he is feared. I know him to be honorable and not a monster and I’m still afraid of him.” 
 
    “My instincts were to run,” his buddy admitted. 
 
    Fair enough and I said as much. 
 
    “Your brother wants to protect you. Let him. Please?” Jamie whispered, smiling when I nodded. “He will buy the facility and anything needed for the Knoxville supes to handle everything brownie. They are taking out a mortgage from Hades to be the owners of the facility.” 
 
    “Smart,” a few people said together, even Jacob nodding that he liked the idea. 
 
    Except I didn’t understand and that made me feel stupid. 
 
    Jamie simply smiled at me. “Everyone else came here to make deals and your brain focuses on ingredients. I threw you for a loop. A god’s brain doesn’t work like ours.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I know I’m not the most intelligent in a room always, simply the most powerful normally.” Then it hit me. “I’ll rent the facility. That’s what you want?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath. “Yeah, I wouldn’t have made that connection. It seems like a conflict that I would rent the facility from wolves and pay them to work there.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, except each leader will be part owner of the facility making the payments for the mortgage with Hades. If they do something to you and you pull that rent from them, they’re still on the hook with Hades,” Jamie explained. “It’s not just paychecks then, and they can get other jobs if they mess with you, but they have to keep their people in line.” 
 
    “The whole community will need it,” his buddy agreed. 
 
    “It seems like red tape and possible problems, but it’s layering protection,” Jacob said quietly. “It is smart even if you’re seeing the headache. The wolves won’t fuck with it if they could lose this deal and piss off the vampires and our covens.” 
 
    That was what I’d been missing. It wasn’t only Hades and me who would be pissed but everyone else in that supe community.  
 
    And they were just as unforgiving as I was. 
 
    “Okay, so what’s next?” I asked Jamie. “You see if the others want the same deal?” 
 
    “Yes, but Knoxville has one condition,” he said quietly. 
 
    I nodded, knowing exactly what he was referring to and not willing to be coy. “It will be handled before we can purchase whatever property is best. Next, we’ll look more into the wolves and those elders as well. We’ll break up packs or put them down—whatever we decide is best.” 
 
    “Good. I suggested the factory be warded like your bakery in case there is ever a problem and they all need to get somewhere safe.” Jamie looked ready to be turned down by that, but I immediately agreed. I also wanted everyone to have the twins’ phone numbers for emergencies and if something bad ever happens. 
 
    We worked for hours on the next step of huge progress and expansion for spring.  
 
    Funny because we hadn’t even finished the expansions I’d already agreed to before Valentine’s Day.  
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    Lots of things came together the next few weeks which was amazing. Robyn took over everything of her husband’s after his death and kicked out all of the monsters in his employment. She even worked with the police to quietly handle a lot of things so the company didn’t go under but it stopped being so shady. 
 
    Colton was a big help. She told me that every time we spoke that he was instrumental in making it all happen.  
 
    I was glad she was protected and things were going well… And it also kept him out of my hair a bit. 
 
    While I tried to ignore I was jealous of her getting to work with him. That used to be us, and while I assumed there was nothing romantic there since Robyn was in love with her bodyguard, I didn’t know for sure. 
 
    Plus, I hated Colton. 
 
    Really, I did. 
 
    At least there wasn’t a lull in training with Robyn leaving. Several teachers from culinary schools in Boston took us up on our offer to have classes off the books. Apparently, teachers at culinary schools didn’t make as much as one would think.  
 
    We also had another hundred people come aboard after working with a few homeless shelters in NYC. They were verified and even checked out before they stepped foot off the bus. It was great, and the twins like to keep their focus there.  
 
    Their kind hearts truly liked to help people. Plus, their wolves were protectors, and people on the street weren’t protected as they should be. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Which was also how they hooked up with the VA in Boston and worked with some wounded veterans. There were some safety concerns over someone in a wheelchair in most parts of the factory, but we had more than enough for them to handle. One they set up to even work from home that handled talking to schools for donations and coordinating all of that. 
 
    And he loved it. He loved his job and helped us out, so it was a good fit. 
 
    We were planning on hiring another disabled veteran to handle the orders from bakeries. We need it now that we have two of those huge Auto Bake Serpentine lines going all day and night.  
 
    We also raised our prices. No one blinked an eye at that given it wasn’t too much of an increase. Even the asshole local news station said it was a smart move given how many more I was hiring and it meant job stability. Sure, they took shots at me for being stupid to underprice so much, but that was better than coming after me for being greedy. 
 
    Nothing was ever perfect, so I took the win. 
 
    Jamie worked his magic and the facility on the other side of us would be ours by the end of March. They had no idea I was buying it, but the deal was done and if they tried to back out, Justina assured me that the lawsuits she would threaten them with… They won’t back out basically. 
 
    Jamie was amazing all around. He worked with Demarcus’s accountant and made sense out of the crazy. Big time.  
 
    Libby and Renee looked about five years younger now that Rebecca and Jacob were up to speed and things were going much smoother. We still had hiccups, but way more was ironed out and working better than I could have ever thought. 
 
    And apparently, Costco wrote us a blank check. 
 
    Not really, but they made it very, very clear that if we could overproduce, they would take it and sell it. They wanted it even if there was the off chance it could ever not be sold. Their customers all over the world were that persistent in asking when restocks would be happening. 
 
    So basically, that left one very big thing to get out of the way so we could expand and make more progress. 
 
    And it was something I was completely ready to handle and have fun with… Once my brothers assured me that they would be there with me. The three of us knew I didn’t need them. I could more than handle this one on my own, but what happened to me could… Something they might do could trigger me like seeing Colton with the staff priests used to have. 
 
    So my brothers demanded to come with and I had no problem agreeing. We should be at each other’s backs like that. It was what a family was supposed to do. 
 
    And we were going to be one again if it took my last breath to make it happen. 
 
    I waited until five minutes after the elder’s meeting started before appearing in the center of the grand room. I smirked as several hurried to cut their hands and try to activate the wards that would make me human weak. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, did someone disarm that trap?” I purred. “Such a shame when you are all so, so bright and ahead of everyone.” I rubbed my hands together and glanced around. “Now, which of you is in charge and will be punished first?” 
 
    “For what?” one of them demanded. “For trying to return you to your rightful place and having generations of our families—” 
 
    “Cut the shit,” I drawled. “You wanted a pet goddess and thought I was broken enough that you could do it.” I made the man appear next to me and took his power away, shivering like it felt good. “And now you’re human.” I smirked at him. “How’s your plan working?”  
 
    I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and was about to react… But Colton did first. He made his staff appear and blocked the elder from trying to do whatever to me. 
 
    I brought the elder to me and made him kneel before taking his power away. “Enjoy being human since you look down on them and everyone.” I also used my power to move Colton behind me and trap him against the wall so he wasn’t able to interfere and get any more targets on him. If he was dead, his mother would die inside and I liked Nicole. 
 
    Sure, that was the only reason. 
 
    “They were not in charge,” a man said from the rear of the room as he pulled back his hood and stood. “I was and have been and unlike these priests, you cannot strip me of my power.” 
 
    He was right. I couldn’t. I knew that the moment I locked eyes with him. 
 
    Eyes I recognized. 
 
    “Hello, Aunt,” he chuckled when he knew I understood. He raised an eyebrow when I snorted. “You can flaunt your limited power all you want, but you will fall in line and take your place as I want. You can be the face, but I will be the power as my father wanted. I am worthy of being Zeus’s son, and when he recognizes me, you will—” 
 
    I burst out laughing. I laughed so hard I grabbed my side and tried to get it under control.  
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, love,” I said, gasping for air. “That—I never thought anything could be stupider than the plans Colton told me, but you take the fucking cake.” I brought Hades and Poseidon to me instead of waiting outside with Hades’s minions. “Tell them what you just told me.” 
 
    “The wards did block us from hearing,” Hades confirmed. “But we could sense you. I was wondering why you were so amused.” 
 
    “Guess who’s running the show?” I snickered and then pointed to the guy who’d spoken. “Our nephew. He’s going to be the boss of me to make his daddy happy.” 
 
    My brothers couldn’t hide their shock, but then Poseidon had the same reaction I did. It was so damn funny that even Hades’s eyes danced with amusement through his coldness. I locked gazes with Poseidon and we were set off all over again. 
 
    “Try it and you will all be ash,” Hades warned when several seemed ready to make a move. “Sister, I ask you give our brother a pass to come back to your realm. These bugs have caused you so much annoyance that I would like to show them how misplaced their faith has been.” 
 
    “I think it fitting,” Poseidon agreed, laughing when Zeus’s bastard seemed like he was going to meet his hero he was so excited.  
 
    I honestly might have felt bad about how disappointed he was going to be if he hadn’t wanted to take me over and puppet me. I lost all sympathy with the psycho then. 
 
    I nodded. “Summon him then. Let him know this is his child.” 
 
    Hades did and almost instantly Zeus appeared.  
 
    “Release Hera this instant,” he demanded. 
 
    “I gave you permission—” I started to say, but then what Zeus said hit me and I looked at Hades. “Her punishment is over. You didn’t release her?” 
 
    Hades fixed the sleeve of his suit that was perfectly fine. “I did. She immediately went to see you again instead of to Olympus. I warned her and now her punishment is longer.” 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    “Well, you can bitch about that later, Zeus,” I drawled, snapping to get his attention even. “I let you have a pass for a reason.” I gestured to his bastard. “Your son would like to meet you. He’s ready to take his place as your right hand.” 
 
    He barely glanced at the guy before focusing on me with a look that showed just how stupid he thought I was. “You didn’t seriously call me here for that, did you? Are you that lost in—” 
 
    “Watch yourself, Zeus,” Hades warned, his tone deadly. 
 
    “Father, I’m—” the guy tried to interrupt. 
 
    “Do not call me that ever again if you value your life,” Zeus warned the man, his tone close to Hades’s.  
 
    I smiled as the tension in the room shot up. “Yes, you were all very, very stupid to put your faith in a bastard of Zeus’s.” I smirked at the guy. “You are one of many. You were born of a human mother and Zeus won’t ever acknowledge you.” 
 
    “He’s her son, not mine,” Zeus said, looking like I was an idiot to suggest he was his. 
 
    “Clearly, you missed how babies were made as it takes a woman and a man,” I drawled. “He’s your child even if you’re an asshole about them.” 
 
    “You dare speak to me like that?” he seethed.  
 
    “We were siblings, not parent and child,” I snapped. “Now I agreed to let you here to amuse my actual brothers whom I love.” I looked back at the guy who was in shock. “You are one of many and nothing to him. All your plans to subjugate me and get his approval were for nothing. Zeus would have killed you for even trying to step into the role. 
 
    “And all of you are stupid to have listened to one bastard. Zeus has hundreds running around this world.” I smirked at the guy. “And now you might not have long to live.” I chuckled when he frowned. “The idiots who claim they’re his son or daughter have one thing in common. It’s a very unfortunate thing. They mostly end up dead.”  
 
    “What?” he gasped. 
 
    I nodded, Hades and Poseidon doing the same. 
 
    “Hera kills them,” Poseidon said easily. “They’re proof of Zeus’s infidelity and she is insane—” 
 
    “Hera would never do that,” Zeus snapped. “Now you listen to Kismet’s lies and—” 
 
    “I’ve seen her do it, Zeus,” Poseidon interrupted. “I’ve told you she does. Arabella has told you. Hades has told you, but you believe none of us. Why would you listen to one whom you forced to wed you instead of your siblings? You flaunt your cheating in front of her to get a rise out of her. She can’t fight you. Are you really so stupid you don’t realize that anger goes somewhere else?” 
 
    “Like at me,” I drawled, rolling my eyes when Zeus shot me a nasty look. “Or apparently when you lie to her about what I’ve said or done. Those silks I gifted her, and you gave them to one of your whores? I never said I liked any of them better than her. You lied. All you do is lie!” 
 
    “Stay out of my affairs or—” 
 
    “You make them my affairs when you bring me into your crazy marriage,” I bitched. “You lied about me. That absolutely makes it my affair.” I stormed over to him and shoved his chest. “Your wife wanted to kill me because of all you’ve done to her and she blamed me. You did this and it did almost kill me, so don’t tell me to fucking shut up like you have the right!” 
 
    “Well said, Sister,” Poseidon chuckled. 
 
    But Hades was smarter and moved in between us so I was protected. “All of the gods know what Hera does to your bastards if she finds them. You turn a blind eye because you think you control her. You cannot control people and you never could. It’s why more gods leave Olympus every year, and the ones who stay do nothing as you command.” 
 
    “Go back to the underworld and play with your dolls,” he bit out. “I am the lord of you all—” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” the three of us said at the same time. 
 
    “We let you take the lead once, but you were never the lord of us,” I said sadly. “And we regret it. We regret letting you ever think you could be the leader of us or Olympus. How can that not register with you? They didn’t keep in contact after what you did to me—allowed Hera to do to me. You just blamed me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, it was your fault for—” 
 
    “You’re fucking pathetic, Zeus,” I cut in, shaking my head. “Did we have fun with the bastard that he won’t be accepted?” 
 
    “It wasn’t as much fun as I thought because Zeus is ridiculous,” Poseidon said with a pout. 
 
    “Yes, I expected more fun, but I forgot I had to lock Hera back up,” Hades added. 
 
    Mentioning her set Zeus off again. “You will release her this instant. I will handle—” 
 
    “You’ll handle nothing,” Hades snapped. “Nothing. Go find a woman to trick and enjoy like you would if Hera was home.” 
 
    A funny thought hit me and I snorted. “Maybe he can’t.” I shrugged when Hades turned so the four of us could see each other. “Modern psychology has come a long way. There are many proclivities that are outlined. There’s a condition where some men can’t perform unless they’re cheating and it’s known. It’s some form of humiliation that impotent men—” 
 
    Zeus moved to strike me, but Hades was ready, grabbing his arm and letting out his power until Zeus screamed in pain. 
 
    And then I felt a rush of power that left me breathless. 
 
    “Every time you think to hurt my sister, I will punish you. You can no longer hide behind being her brother when she disowned you, Zeus. None of us will treat you as siblings anymore, and she will not believe your lies. Now I am the one in charge since I’m the most powerful. I will not stand by anymore.” 
 
    “Nor will I,” Poseidon said firmly. “I thought you were everything, Zeus, but you are nothing. You broke us. We found each other again and we will fight for that and this family you aren’t a part of.” 
 
    I moved between them and stared down Zeus. “I loved you. I had faith you could be the leader we deserved, but you only care about your power and selfishness. I regret not seeing it sooner. I begged them to give you every chance to change, and it almost cost me my life. It practically cost me my sanity, and I spent thousands of years tortured by your wife. 
 
    “And you don’t care. You still blame me for everything. I did nothing but love you and trust you. You are dead to me. Hades could kill you, and Hera and I would feel nothing but relief.” I nodded when he finally lost his angry expression. “I meant what I said all those years ago. I am not your sister anymore and I never answered to you.” 
 
    “Hear us now or lose everything because the others won’t back you,” Hades warned. “Not against the three of us when they know the truth who is most powerful.” 
 
    “I made all of you,” Zeus bit out. “And now you become dogs to bite your master? Disgusting.” 
 
    Poseidon backhanded Zeus, and I couldn’t hide my shock. He had loved Zeus the most of us once and now it had come to this. “The only dog here is you. You made none of us. We are our own, not your damn puppets or pets. You betrayed your own family and lost us. Now we will be our own and take what is ours. Whether you’re around to see it is the only question.” 
 
    “This time when I release Hera, it will be into your custody,” Hades added. “Look into my eyes and see the truth you were always blind to.” He waited until Zeus looked at him. “She helped make you the monster you are as you did to her. She has slaughtered as many of your bastards as she could. They are all in the underworld if you’d like to see the proof.” 
 
    I froze, not having thought of that. I’d always guessed Hera would go that far, believed it, but it never occurred to me that Hades knew the truth for sure. 
 
    Duh. Of course, he would know.  
 
    I was a goddess, not perfect. 
 
    “You know the curse she put on Arabella affected you. You felt differently about Arabella when the curse was cured,” Hades continued. “She built enough power to make a curse that affected you. What else has she been able to do? Shouldn’t you wonder that?” 
 
    I felt cold down to my soul. “You think she put power on him to always believe her?” 
 
    Hades gave the barest nod. “I’ve always suspected that. My guess is the necklace he always wears. He never takes it off. Why?” 
 
    “Hera gave it to him at the wedding and made him swear to never take it off,” Poseidon whispered, cursing when Hades nodded. 
 
    “We weren’t the fool, you were, Zeus,” I said, shaking my head at all of us. It seemed so clear when Hades said that, but I’d never thought of it before, never seen what was right in front of my eyes as well. “Be gone from my realm.” 
 
    “We are of the bloodline of his priestess,” one of the soon-to-be human elders called out. “You are nothing next to the great Zeus to handle these matters. We will take judgment from—” He choked on his words before turning into a pile of gross. 
 
    “I tire of their insanity, Sister,” Poseidon grumbled, clearly having been the one to do it. “None of you are priests since you have not been ordained. You’re just descendants and warlocks now. That makes you in my sister’s realm, and her punishment is what you will face.” 
 
    Several glanced at each other and then the rats tried to flee the sinking ship. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t happening, especially not with Hades’s minions outside. But it was fun to watch them try. 
 
    Zeus left after Hades whispered something in his ear.  
 
    I made treats appear and let Hades be the hero to clean up the crazy elders. Half a dozen he turned into liquid gross with the other guy, but most he simply stripped of their powers. Once it was done, he looked around at the others with his cold gaze. 
 
    “In case we have not made it abundantly clear, there are no more elders or governing body over the priests and priestess bloodlines. It’s my sister and only my sister. If you think to make problems for her again, you will join me in the underworld before you can upset her. So I suggest you run far away and live quietly for the remainder of your lives.” 
 
    “Well said,” I praised. “What of the bastard?” 
 
    Poseidon sighed. “I’d give him the same advice. Hera will come for him if he doesn’t hide. Zeus will never care.” He looked over at the man. “Your mother is long dead, yes?” He snorted when the man nodded. “Yeah, still being interested in her was the only chance you had for him to get Hera to back off. I’d hide.” 
 
    “Definitely hide from us,” I purred. “Like South Asia far, Nephew.”  
 
    “Or the underworld is an option,” Hades warned when the idiot looked to speak. 
 
    He was smart enough to simply leave.  
 
    “Tell your mother it’s over and you’re free,” I told Colton after I finally released him. “Did we miss any?” 
 
    “No, I told them I had big news so they would all be here,” he said quietly. “I knew you would come today. I just didn’t know that…” 
 
    I turned to look at him. “I’d be amused as we melted their insides? Well, there was a lot you missed. That’s the problem with being a spy and liar instead of being honest—you never get the full picture.” I sent him to his vehicle instead of letting him reply. 
 
    “You’ll be okay, Sister,” Poseidon said gently. 
 
    “I’m much, much better than I was even a few months ago,” I told them honestly. I hugged both of them. “I have my brothers back, my daughters thrive, and I have a very sexy man in my bed every night. One I’m not afraid of or think could ever hurt me. That’s so much better than I ever thought my life could be.” 
 
    And it was the truth. Every word of what I said. 
 
    Fine, I hurt from Colton and Demarcus. There was a lot of crazy with the business and growing my power, but my life was infinitely better than before coming to Boston. 
 
    I actually owed Colton for that.  
 
    Maybe one day I won’t hate him so much and could tell him that… But definitely not anytime soon. Even if St. Patty’s Day was just around the corner, the luck of the Irish wasn’t enough to make me stop being angry with him. 
 
    He’d be very lucky if I forgave him before he died, and he had two lifetimes to live. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for reading the next book in Karma Bakery. I woves all of you lots for your support and wanting more of my books. Please, please leave a review. It really helps me out to know which series people are eager for. I appreciate the time it takes!  
 
    I’m keeping my promise to update you guys so everyone keep the pressure off and I’m happy to say the next book will be Artemis 19. It’s already in editing and will come out probably end of March. I’ve already started a book in a different series and I’ll let you know when it’s done and in editing. Thank you again for getting excited at the announcements, but not pressuring me for what’s next or how much longer. It’s really been helping and I think the consistency of releases and updates have shown that. 
 
    Also, if you have the time, please, PLEASE go show the podcast some love. So many of you guys said you wanted to hear from me more so I put in a lot of time and money to get the podcast going and now no one listens. It’s been a bit hurtful after so many people were interested like I didn’t do it right and I’m just hoping people don’t know about it yet. So please share it and give it love. It’s really fun and something for you guys to get more behind the scenes and learn about the process and authoring in general! 
 
    Happy Valentine’s Day to you all and know you have a very special place in mine—and Vader’s—hearts. No matter if you get gifts or are flying solo, you’re special and important. As a fabulous single lady myself, there ain’t nothing wrong with that and I can by my own damn prezzies and did. The chocolate cover strawberries from Costco are bomb and half are already in my belly.  
 
    All my best, 
 
    Erin 
 
    And Vader 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Find A New Series To Love… 
 
      
 
    Accidentally Wolf: Seraphine Thomas 1 
 
    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Upended Life: Artemis University 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Tamsin Vale and my life is about to get real… Really complicated and ridiculously dangerous. Which is almost funny given at nineteen I already know too much of the darkness of the world and people, the secrets they keep. 
 
      
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Turns out those quirky abilities I’ve been keeping secret expose me to a world I didn’t know existed. Sure, I knew I wasn’t human—but how exactly do I find out more without ending up in the wrong hands? 
 
      
 
    And I’m not so sure I’m in the right hands now given some of the reactions to finding me. They say I’m the last fairy. I’m not sure I should trust them when their thoughts are mostly of power and how to use me. 
 
      
 
    But I’m also not sure I have much of a choice. My powers are dangerous and I don’t know how to use them. They promise to teach me what I need to know and give me a chance at something I’ve never had before. 
 
      
 
    A normal life. I don’t think anything about Artemis University and those who attend is normal, but it’s still better than the life I’ve been living if they keep half their promises.  
 
      
 
    I think hoping they’ll keep half is generous. 
 
      
 
    Artemis University is a hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to.  
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    No Longer Home: House of Garner 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Inez Garner, and my story has sort of been told… But not. I’m turning twenty-three and find out I’m not human; I’m apparently a vampire. Sure, who hasn’t read that story? Oh, but I’m a princess. And there’s a zombie apocalypse—although I’m debating where the line is of apocalypse vs. post-apocalypse. There’s also a quest that I’m compelled to be on, and it might all be coming from the Goddess.  
 
      
 
    Awesome. It seems She has big plans for me. And I have to deal with ghosts. When I kill corrupted—the nice PC name people call zombies, as it’s not their fault they eat people—I then have to deal with their ghosts. Which is super when being hunted for years by some guys I don’t want to know better. 
 
      
 
    Add to everything, I have to apologize to heroines for judging them when they fall in bed with the hot guy and buy the story he gives. I get it now. Sex is splendid. I’m not one to believe a con, but he’s got answers I need, like why I have no memories before I was eighteen.  
 
      
 
    Plus, the fangs sort of sold it for me. I hope he forgives me for shooting him. 
 
      
 
    House of Garner is an apocalyptic hot burning WhyChoose romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine that doesn’t let anyone get in her way. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Undisclosed Assets: Untraceable Succubus 1 
 
      
 
    A succubus working as a stripper sounds like a cliché or start of a bad joke, but Lola Chase is in a human only province in Canada for other reasons. Someone is murdering women society looks down on, and she’s there to stop it. As a demon, she’s bottom of the supernatural food chain and knows how often people ignore crimes against them. 
 
      
 
    From the start there isn’t much to go on, and she ends up getting in a bit of trouble following any leads she gets. Things get complicated when an ancient, big name vampire takes interest in her and getting away from him proves to be much harder than her normal admirers.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, although her cover is a stripper, Lola loves to dance and the fun she has helps balance out the stress and worry of the case. 
 
      
 
    Plus, she finds some very hot men to play with and feed from. The question is whether or not she can balance it all and find a murderer before he kills again. 
 
      
 
    Untraceable Succubus is a murder mystery series where the sex is hot and often and the main character kicks some serious ass on the road to finding out if she can have real love in her life even if it comes from multiple men. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Demon of Death: Enchantress 1 
 
      
 
    Soraya Devil is the Enchantress, one of the most powerful magics in the world… But she’s so much more than that, and everyone’s constantly attempting to unravel her past and secrets. She’s not worried though, as many have tried and never find out the truth. 
 
      
 
    It’s safer for everyone that way. 
 
      
 
    The owner of Paranormal Investigations—among other companies—she has her own answers to find. Though she’s continuously pulled in too many directions, she always answers the calls that make even her magic tingle in warning at the danger.  
 
      
 
    When a sprite begins killing people in Chicago, she has to team up with SPU—Supernatural Police Unit—to figure out who summoned the demon and why before more die. While that’s enough of a challenge, the main hurdle is the team lead on the case who loathes all magics. But when he can’t seem to get past his hate and do his job, can Soraya make an ally from an enemy, or will the evil unleashed in the city she loves win the day? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Rough Beginnings: Karma Bakery 1 
 
    Starting a New Business Takes Magic 
 
      
 
    Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.  
 
      
 
    Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all. 
 
      
 
    Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Meave: Naughty Witches 1 
 
      
 
    Leaving NYC and a troubling past, Meave Washington is starting over. She has a good plan, but she’s probably bit off more than she can chew. So she embraces the chance of fate that lands help at her feet—and if he’s smoking hot, all the better. 
 
      
 
    Distracted by a text while driving, Ashton Perry injures Meave. He’s horrified that he could have killed someone, and steps up to make it right… And not just because she’s the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Sparks immediately start flying and the desire is undeniable but it’s not that simple to take the leap. But Ashton’s barely a man, and Meave is hiding something important. When the woman is older, age isn’t just a number and Meave isn’t sure Ashton can be who she needs. 
 
      
 
    Ashton steps up to prove he’s not just a man, but the man his bewitching lady deserves. He doesn’t care what she is—only who she is. And he’ll do whatever it takes to prove it. 
 
      
 
    Naughty Witches is a burning paranormal romance novella series with strong female leads, fun so sexy it raises the temperature, and mismatched people who find HEAs that give us all hope fate won’t forget us. Each book is a new pairing in the same world, with an overall series arc. 
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    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
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    Kate Boyle has lived through more loss than most people twice her age. She’s strong and independent, so letting people in to help her handle her grief or problems is next to impossible for her. 
 
      
 
    The owner of a successful company, Secure Settings, Kate devotes all her time to keeping people safe and rescuing those who can’t save themselves. When she gets the call that her grandpa died and she’s now inherited his ranch, a storm of epic proportions starts. Smart enough to know she can’t watch out for danger while grieving, she calls in a favor for help. 
 
      
 
    Jared and Dean Acker just got out of the Marines and are a little lost as to what comes next for them. So when they’re asked to back up a friend of a friend, they’re in… And meet the woman of their dreams. Now, if they could just convince her. 
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    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded? 
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